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          Prologue

        

      

    

    
      “Absolutely not!” exclaimed Mil Folei, the Javnis representative for the Radiance Union Council.

      Ary Gonvilei, the Aryile representative spoke. “We agree.”

      “We agree as well," said Za Tuylinea. Now the Rabuabin representative had cast their vote.

      Vorcambreum representative Gab Wintaea stood and gazed with her gray eyes at the brightly lit delegation chamber. Here, all major decisions within the Radiance Union were made among its five council members, who each represented one of the races that came together to form this mighty galactic nation.

      Wintaea was surprised the Aryile would vote in this manner—after all, the human and Aryile races looked almost identical. Nevertheless, if the Javnis and Rabuabin voted “no” along with the Aryile, the original founders of the union, then Vorcambreum must also vote “no”…despite the fact that many in its community believed some humans deserved a shot.

      “Vorcambreum lean toward ‘no.’” Wintaea sat back down in her chair, which was taller than everyone else’s since the Vorcambreum were quite short. The average height for their race was about four feet.

      The Rabuabin rep’s tail relaxed, this terrifying proposal having been effectively shut down. “I’m sorry,” she said, turning to Linl representative Ure Perfinea. "Humans cannot be trusted.”

      The Linl bore a striking resemblance to humans, even more so than the Aryile. This left many in their civilization wondering if perhaps humans and Linl had a similar ancestry, which is why Linl had proposed to have the human race uplifted from their world and brought onto the galactic stage. Had the proposal passed, humans would have been provided with technology and scientific knowledge far more advanced than what they currently had.

      “Understood," said Perfinea.

      "Humans continue to fight one another and poison the only planet they live on, which is probably why they haven’t completely wiped themselves out with their atomic weapons. Give them other planets to live on, and they will not hesitate to use those in some petty conflict," said Gonvilei. “They also act like the Hashmedai when we first uplifted them. Now the Hashmedai are our greatest enemy, and we don’t need another adversary.”

      Folei briefly rested his four eyes before speaking. “This brings up my next question. Do the Hashmedai know of the human home world?”

      “Not to my knowledge, but it will only be a matter of time before their explorers come across it like ours did," said Perfinea. “The closest Hashmedai system is a mere ten light-years away.”

      Gonvilei added, "I'm confident the Hashmedai will avoid contact with humans. They want their empire to grow, not crumble with human influence.”

      “Can scientific study continue?” asked Perfinea. "Humans live on an interesting planet. I see no harm in studying it.”

      All five council members nodded their heads in agreement.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      A work glove spiraled out of control thanks to the effects of zero gravity. This was one of the first sights Vice Admiral Himton saw as he entered the engine room—that and Captain Jerut’s floating body releasing the biggest sigh yet, white mist leaving his Hashmedai mouth. Himton considered what to bring to Jerut’s attention first—the stray glove or that only two of five engineers were at their computer workstations.

      Himton waited for Jerut to acknowledge his presence as the captain gave his weightless body a good push off the wall to glide across room. Jerut extended his hand, and the stray glove’s free-floating trip came to an end. The captain's orange eyes scanned the surrounding area, probably trying to locate the missing three workers. He failed to spot them…or the waiting admiral behind him.

      “I thought you said you had all of this under control, Captain," said Himton.

      Jerut spun his weightless body around to face the admiral. He did his very best to suppress all body language, but Himton wasn’t fooled.

      “Vice Admiral Himton, my apologies. I was awoken from cryo last and didn’t get the chance to—”

      “Captain, you need not worry about it. We are far from enemy territory,” Himton said.

      Jerut turned to a nearby window and gazed out at the bright-blue planet in the distance. The orb was almost as blue as his hair color. Himton floated over beside him to peer into the void as well.

      “If they become our next threat, this will be enemy territory soon,” Himton muttered.

      "Humans are still too primitive," replied Jerut. “It won’t be difficult to wipe them out with our fire power.”

      “They have an impressive amount of nuclear weapons. Uplifting a species that already has that kind of power is risky,” Himton said. “This is one of many reasons I don’t want to go ahead with these plans.” Himton took notice of his reflection in the window—long gray hair, pale skin, and yellow eyes, the third and final eye color change for a Hashmedai. He was long overdue for retirement.

      The two floated away from the window and down the dark corridor, traversing past idle computer terminals, pipes, and system cabling. Bioluminescent material in their eyes reacted to the darkness, triggering them to give off a slight glow.

      One computer monitor attracted Jerut’s eyes to the corner of the screen. The current time flashed in Hashmedai language. Jerut’s head tilted back toward the engine room they had just exited. His trajectory across the corridor halted as he grabbed the side of a monitor. “I don’t recall authorizing four people to take a break at once,” Jerut shouted. “Back to work! I need that system check done before we deploy.”

      Himton stopped to look back to the engine room, taking in the sight of a single engineer, who was working and clearly oblivious that his partner was missing. What happened to the other? He was just there, Himton wondered.

      The remaining engineer turned around with a puzzled look on his face. Thick fluid splashed the side of his arm, and he glimpsed down to see large red orbs floating in zero gravity…and a lot more floating toward him from behind.

      A woman dressed in black, holding a glowing object in both hands, seemingly emerged out of nothingness. This wasn’t the missing engineer; that was for damn sure…and the red orbs? Blood.

      The engineer’s hand gripped the pistol holstered at his side. A shift strike from the woman’s weapon resulted in his severed hand, which now moved away from him along with the pistol. The entire ordeal transpired in a matter of seconds. The engineer’s screams of terror echoed throughout the ship. “Assassins! Assassins!” The engineer had cried his last words, unable to speak when his throat was slit instantly.

      To complicate matters further, the woman hadn't silenced him. Instead it was a man who had materialized into existence, wearing the same outfit as the woman. He removed his weapon from the deceased engineer’s neck. It was a glowing-green plasma dagger much like hers.

      Droplets of sweat floated away from Himton’s wrinkled skin as he turned and fled up the corridor. Jerut followed suit, taking note of the assassin duo in pursuit of them. “They’ve come for me!” Himton shouted to Jerut. “This is the fourth attempt on my life since we left home.”

      The two entered a nearby chamber. Jerut swung his body over to interact with a nearby computer terminal. Sliding doors to the chamber shut and locked. “Why would the Assassins’ Guild target you?” Jerut asked.

      Himton hesitated a few seconds before replying. “Someone back home must know what we’re really doing out here.”

      A second computer terminal screen glowed red as Jerut triggered a ship-wide alert. The deafening sound of alarms ringing echoed throughout. Jerut turned his head toward the ladder at the end of the chamber. “In any case we need to back up your memories,” Jerut said. “That way, should they succeed, your knowledge won’t be lost.”

      “Agreed.” Himton floated toward the ladder.

      Jerut and Himton made their way to the ship’s cockpit, a small compartment with a large window that showcased the emptiness of space and a blue planet in the distance. A chair and workstation for the pilot were in front of them. They looked around for the pilot, but only the two of them were present. Behind them were the entrance to the cockpit and a few computer screens. One such screen displayed live flight-cam footage from outside the door Jerut had just locked. The two black-clad individuals entered the screen. Himton viewed the footage with concern.

      The female assassin effortlessly thrust her blade into the door. The part of the door where the blade went in was glowing red, melting. With the aid of no gravity, the woman moved in a circular direction around the door while cutting with the blade. She came full circle, a perfect glowing one at that, as she cut the door open.

      She pushed away from the door while her male companion’s foot slammed against the center of the circle she’d made, and a large hulk of metal flipped backward in zero gravity. Behind where what used to be the door, two armed soldiers stood side by side with plasma rifles pointed forward. Five seconds later they suffered the same quick fate the engineer had. With no emotion on their faces, their weightless blood gushed in all directions. The assassin duo continued forth to pursue their ultimate target.

      Himton’s body slowly distanced itself from the camera feed as Jerut pushed a button next to him that shut and locked the door to the cockpit.

      “They must have gotten to the pilot as well," said Jerut, who noticed a pistol slowly spiraling across the dashboard, a severed hand still holding on to it. Jerut floated toward the main control console. “We’ll have to back up your memories into the ship’s log, sir.”

      Himton hesitantly nodded in agreement. “This knowledge was supposed to stay with me, but our efforts will be for nothing with it gone.”

      Himton glided over to the chair up front. On the dashboard was a small triangular object. He picked it up and stared at it for several seconds. Still worried if this was the right choice, he slowly placed the device on his forehead, and it adhered to it. Jerut’s fingers danced with the computer’s console, as an image of Himton’s brain appeared on the screen followed by a series of characters from the Hashmedaian language.

      Screams came from the other side of the door. Seconds later came the sound of metal sizzling in intense heat. The two comrades turned around to see that the assassins were cutting through the door. Jerut reached over to remove the floating pistol from the sliced-off hand, arming himself with it. Taking aim at the door, he knew there was nothing else he could do now but wait.

      A chime from the computer indicated the upload was finished. Perfect timing, Himton thought as the assassins finished cutting through the door. He removed the device from his head, got up from the chair, and floated toward the door ahead of Jerut. He knew his end was near, so he figured he might as well face his killers head on.

      As the door was kicked in, Himton shifted his body slightly to the side to avoid getting hit by it. The two assassins tore through the entrance.

      Defiantly, Himton shouted, “You’re too late!”

      Jerut promptly moved behind Himton, placing the pistol at the back of his head. “Correction, they are right on time,” Jerut muttered to himself.

      A blast of green energy passed through Himton’s head, leaving a large hole through both sides as burned brain matter and blood flew from his forehead. The hole in Himton’s head was large enough for Jerut to see the two assassins still floating and not moving.

      Jerut smiled at the two. “Excellent work, Lettielia and Nodevar.”

      Lettielia’s hair was blue, much like Jerut’s, and cut short. Her slim figure and cream complexion projected an allure that often tempted her partner, Nodevar, to shift his eyes toward the general area of her chest and hips—like now, as their mission was more or less complete. Lettielia was indeed a true head turner and, more often than not, a head remover.

      Nodevar was tall, fit, and slim with light-blue skin, his black hair tied back and waving aimlessly in the zero-gravity environment.

      Lettielia asked, “Are we done?”

      “Yes, his memories have been recorded," answered Jerut.

      “All of them? He is an old man—that’s a lot of memories to scavenge through,” Nodevar said. “It could take years to find what is needed.”

      “There was no time to properly adjust it,” Jerut explained. He turned to focus his attention and the controls of the ship. “It was all of his memories or nothing. Nothing gets us nowhere.”

      Himton’s corpse slowly floated toward the two assassins. Lettielia smirked and blew a kiss at him—a human expression. Someone had done her research. “What shall we do with the remaining crew?” she asked.

      “Kill them. No one must know what happened here,” said Jerut. “Leave the psionic, however. We will need him, of course.”

      “Can he be trusted?” Lettielia asked.

      Jerut nodded. “I’ll take care of things up here after you travel to the planet below.”

      “And what of the recon team sent there?” asked Nodevar.

      Jerut thought for a moment and then turned to face the two with a smile on his face. “My associates down below are dealing with them. I wouldn’t worry about it.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The fare meter continued to rise, despite the fact that the taxi hadn’t moved very far—stuck in New York City during Friday evening rush hour. The shining summertime sun beaming down additional heat to the surface didn’t help the lone passenger of the cab, Chloe Vaughan, who let out a sigh of frustration. She looked at the meter, which read $24.50—wait, $24.90 now.

      The whistling ringtone of her cell phone went off, indicating a new text message. She eagerly grabbed it. Only one of two people would be contacting here now—her sister or the cute guy who bought her drinks at the bar last night. Only one way to find out.

      There was one new message from Sarah. Why do men exchange numbers but never call or text? Chloe ranted to herself while reading her sister's text message.

      
        
        
        Sarah, 5:56p.m.:Couldn’t get a hold of u last nite, what did you end up doing?

      

        

      

      Chloe rolled her eyes, returning her phone to her bag—the fewer reminders about the cute guy at this point, the better.

      The taxicab finally reached its destination: a newly built condo. Its passenger exited after paying the costly fare. The bright sun prompted Chloe to put on her sunglasses to shade her green eyes. She wore a gray tank top and matching capri pants with flip-flops. The glass-door entrance shot back a reflection of her long brown hair tied into a bun and a reminder that she’d forgotten to put on makeup. That’s what happens when you wake up late, Chloe. Many thanks to the events of last night for that.

      She entered the condo, proceeding through its posh hallway and up the elevator. Arriving at last at the suite she'd been trying to get to all day, she knocked her fist on the door. A few seconds later, it opened to reveal a woman no older than sixty. She smiled lovingly and let Chloe in.

      “The traffic here is brutal, Mom.”

      “Chloe, we haven’t spoken in ages, and that’s the first thing you say?”

      Chloe looked at her mother, taking note of her wrinkled skin and her hair, which was now gray and cut shoulder-length. Her reading glasses were still on, definitely a new pair. “I’m sorry, Mom, just a little stressed out.” She then smiled. “I like the new glasses by the way.”

      A male voice called out from the kitchen. “Is that one of my lovely daughters?”

      “No, Rick, you’re hearing things!” said Chloe’s mother.

      The man came out from the kitchen to see that indeed his firstborn stood in the doorway. “Julia, why are you keeping secrets like this from me?” he asked his wife. He walked over to embrace Chloe. “How’s the Marines treating you, dear?” her father asked.

      “Challenging me all the time, Dad.”

      “I heard they plan on letting women fight on the frontline soon," he said.

      “Hell, yeah, beats taking backseat like I did in Iraq," said Chloe.

      “Don’t remind me of that nonsense," muttered Julia as she walked to the living room.

      “Nice to see she hasn’t changed,” Chloe said dejectedly.

      Rick went back into the kitchen. Small conflicts like this weren’t exactly his thing; making dinner was. Mom’s still wearing the pants. Chloe made her way to the living room to talk with her mother but not before examining how well her parents had been living.

      The condo wasn’t too huge. The main hallway led to the living room, which connected to the kitchen—only a countertop split the two rooms. Farther past that was a balcony overlooking the city and all its high-rise buildings, and on the other of the entrance to the balcony was a bedroom the couple shared.

      A couch, its back facing the kitchen, sat in front of a small glass coffee table. Ahead of that was a flat-screen television, no doubt Rick’s acquisition. Chloe remembered her parents arguing for the longest time over whether or not to ditch the old RCA they’d had for years. Rick always wanted newer upgrades when it came to entertainment systems. “Got to watch the Yankees in style,” he often said. Chloe agreed with her mother that, if the old TV still worked, a new one wasn’t needed. Looks like he finally got his way, since there she is watching CNN with it.

      Chloe sat next to her mother on the brown couch. She wanted to say something to lighten the mood but couldn’t really think of anything meaningful. A news report on CNN aired with the headline “Sons of Islam (SOI) terror group still a threat.”

      Julia turned to Chloe and said, “What do you think of these guys now? You guys going to bomb them soon or what?”

      “It’s a small group. They don’t pose a major threat, Mom.”

      “But look.” Julia stretched a withered finger toward the screen.

      According to the report, three gunmen had managed to destroy a market in a small Afghan town, leaving dozens dead in the aftermath. The terrorists got away with no casualties on their end, despite a massive shootout with local authorities.

      “Three guys torched that whole place up, got into a gunfight, then disappeared," said Julia. “And those last five attacks earlier this year? Same thing—killed lots of people and vanished.” Julia shook her head in disappointment as her mother continued. “This is why I don’t like the idea of you and your sister being allowed to fight on the frontline. If that SOI group gets bigger and we have to put boots on the ground—”

      “It won’t come to that,” Chloe insisted. “Like I said, it’s just a small group. Someone will—”

      Chloe was interrupted by knocking on the front door. Rick left the kitchen to open it. He let out a small cheer. Chloe’s sister Sarah had arrived. She wore a black summer dress that went well with her long hair, which was dyed jet-black. Rick gave Sarah a hug before returning to his culinary tasks. “The whole family is here,” he said excitedly, “and dinner is almost ready, too.”

      Sarah walked over to Chloe and Julia, with a warm mesmerizing smile on her face. “Did you get my message, Chloe?”

      “Oh…yeah, I did.”

      “And?” asked Sarah.

      “Later…” Chloe sighed.

      Julia turned to Sarah and said, "So the Marine Corps lets you walk around looking like that?”

      “It’s hot outside, Mom!” exclaimed Sarah.

      “You’re a soldier. Shouldn’t you be able to handle this heat?” Julia laughed. “At least Chloe kept her face free of all that face paint you ladies call ‘makeup’ these days.”

      “Chloe just wants the young guys to know fully well she’s been a cougar for at least five years,” Sarah said, bursting into laughter.

      Good to see you, too, Sis.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Her moans of pleasure were music to Jake Johnson’s ears—or “Jazz,” as he preferred people to call him. His dark hands traversed her quivering naked body as her tongue interacted with his. Their lips separated briefly as she asked, “Wanna do doggie?”

      He smiled and nodded. It was her favorite position, the one that always got her off—always. Besides, what man could resist seeing that sexy booty while railing her from behind?

      His hips thrust back and forth for a few minutes as he wondered when her epic climax would happen, as his wasn’t too far off.

      “Oh fuck…oh fuck… oh fuck!” she murmured. “I’m coming!”

      There it is and just in time, too. “I’m comin’ right behind ya!” He then released a loud roar while his body shook in bliss.

      The two fell to the bed, creating a duet of heavy breathing and post-sex laughter before she rose to take a quick shower. Nice thing about wearing a rubber—less of a mess to clean up. Time was of the essence.

      While Jazz waited for her to finish showering, he retrieved his phone from the floor. No new text messages—typical for this cell phone—not that it mattered since he only picked it up to see the time. It was 3:00 p.m., still plenty of time before his flight was to leave. Of course if she took her time in the shower, that very well might put him in a position of cutting it close, unless he skipped a shower altogether. However, it was summertime, in a Las Vegas apartment that didn’t have working air conditioning, and he had just finishing having wild sex. Yeah, a shower is a must at this point.

      The sound of the shower stopped. Finally, he thought. She emerged shortly afterward, naked, not bothering to wrap herself up with a towel. He didn’t blame her. It was hot enough to simply air dry. And this might be the last time he would see her slim, pale body for awhile. He got up and walked toward the washroom. She smiled at him, eyeing his bare, athletically built body, dark skin, and shaved head.

      “It’s all yours, handsome,” she said. As he walked by, she reached out, slapped his behind, and giggled.

      His shower was much quicker than hers—had to be at this point. Flight tickets from Vegas to Toronto weren’t cheap, especially when living off of savings. Finding a job, more specifically an enjoyable job, wasn’t easy. As a college dropout and Afghanistan war vet, he was not exactly in high demand for employment. He reentered the bedroom and gathered his clothes from the side of the bed.

      She sat on the edge of the mattress, now wearing a robe and brushing her long ginger hair. “How long will you be gone for?” she asked.

      “Depends how well this gig works out,” he said, putting his clothes back on. “It’s a bar, so there’s lots of money to be made if it’s a hit.”

      He was now fully dressed, wearing a white T-shirt and blue jeans. He pulled his wallet from his back pocket to produce two twenty-dollar bills.

      “You already paid me," she said with a smile.

      “I always tip. You know that.”

      “You’re also traveling to live in another nation.” She gently took his hand, which held the bills, and gracefully pushed it back toward him. “Keep it. You spent enough on me the last few months. You might need it along the way.”

      “Very well.” He grabbed his backpack from the corner of the room. “Though to be fair, I was born in Canada, so I’m just returnin’ to it.”

      He advanced toward the front door, and she followed behind to give him a hug.

      “Come see me again if you ever find yourself back here.” She undid her robe to expose her naked body underneath it. “I know you’re gonna miss these!”

      “Take care," he said with a grin.

      “Take care, and stay out of trouble, Jazz…if that’s even your real name!”

      “Depends. Is Destiny your real name?”

      She simply smiled at him, and he left to catch a flight.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The refreshing breeze from the air-conditioning aboard the plane was a huge relief to Jazz and the other passengers. He sat at a window seat around the midsection of the aircraft, watching all the other people board. He was alone for a long trip, so there was nothing else better to do. Suddenly one passenger, someone very familiar, caught his attention.

      It was a young woman, no older than nineteen, with skin even more pale than Destiny’s, almost like she was sick. She wore shades and a white summer hat, and under that hat was smooth and curly platinum-blond hair. She also wore long black-satin gloves and a blue loose-fitting blouse and skirt. He tried to look away to avoid any awkwardness, but it was too late. Eye contact was made, and she took a seat next to him after stowing her belongings in the overhead compartment. It was the one time he wished the seat next to him wasn’t vacant.

      “Seeing you here is unexpected, Jazz.” She fidgeted with her oversized pendant.

      He turned and tilted his head down toward her, as she was at best five foot two in height. “Yes, some business I need to take care of came up," he said.

      “You, too, travel to the region north of here?” she asked.

      Seriously, he thought to himself, who talks like that? There was no doubt in his mind she wasn’t from around here, but then again her accent alone was a bit of a hint. He wasn’t quite sure where she was from—probably someplace in Europe, likely close to Russia, especially with that name.

      “Kroshka, that ‘region’ is called Canada," said Jazz.

      She gently stroked his arm and looked at his six-foot stature. “You seem calm. Did you visit Destiny recently?”

      How the hell did she know?  he thought.

      Kroshka continued. “Destiny always makes you calm, relaxed…occasionally smell like her perfume.”

      Jazz was at a loss for words, afraid that anything else he said might turn into an awkward conversation, as this was what typically happened whenever they talked. Despite this, she was the closest thing to a friend he had at this point in life, even though they’d been talking for a few months.

      He typically ran into her at various restaurants and bars. She and Destiny were also friends, though only for a few a months as well. Most likely she arrived in the country around that time and went out of her way to get to know people. Why is she here, and what is she doing? It was something Jazz was never able to figure out. Must have had rich parents—that’s for damn sure—as well as a heavily sheltered life.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Out of cigarettes, fuck me. Rina “Destiny” West had forgotten to pick up a pack before Jazz came over. She was now dressed in shorts and a tank top. The plan was to take it easy and play computer games, but no way in hell was she going to do that without any smokes.

      She stormed out of her apartment, fueled by a burning desire for her nicotine fix. There was just one problem—the door wouldn’t close, almost as if an invisible hand held it open. Her eyes gazed back inside, but she saw no one there.

      Let’s try this again. She slammed the door shut without issue. Perhaps the joints on the door were feeling the effects of wear and tear.

      Unknown to Rina, the door was working perfectly fine. The personal cloaking device of Lettielia deactivated, revealing the mysterious assassin from another world. With the human now out of the apartment and on her errand, Lettielia walked around with her face looking into the many strange objects throughout the unit.

      Her eyes glowed red as she entered a nearby closet to see so much useless apparel. How can one human female require so many dresses to wear? The communication implant in Lettielia’s ear beeped twice, indicating an incoming transmission.

      “The human female will not be gone for long, I suspect. You need to hurry.” It was Nodevar, Lettielia’s partner in crime.

      “My cloaking field has enough power to keep me in stealth for at least two days," said Lettielia. “I will be fine.” Her hands rummaged through the closet. Is this human some sort of ruler? Empress Y’lin has just as much apparel.

      She continued to search the apartment for clues of a person of interest but to no avail. Her forehead was dripping wet—the heat on this world was unbearable.

      The nearby washroom was the last place she had to check. As she entered, her eyes once again glowed. No light in here. “Humans don’t see well in the dark, correct?” Lettielia asked Nodevar.

      Nodevar replied via her communication implant. “Yes, they have devices that add light to dark areas.”

      Lettielia curiously looked around for a terminal that might activate the lights but found nothing—no computer terminal, no interactive hologram, no sensors to detect the presence of someone entering. These humans are truly primitive!

      She noticed a stall in the wall, clearly some kind of device, with a metal pipe up top. Small droplets of water dripped out of it. Must be where humans bathe. She retracted the claws on her fingers as her hands reached to the knob and turned it. Strange sounds roared out as water gushed from the top like a fountain.

      The sudden burst of water spraying caused her reflexes to propel her backward, and her claws sprang back into action from her fingertips. She slowly stepped forward and allowed her hand to reach in. The water was cold. Her eyes closed in a moment of bliss, triggering her claws to retract once more and a smile of joy to manifest across her face.

      She fiddled with the knobs a few times and noticed the water went from cold to hot to warm and then cold again, so it was definitely a temperature control. She made the water as cold as possible this time around, hovering her hand over the side of her outfit to deactivate the electronics powering her suit. Her suit began to loosen around her body, allowing her to remove the small energy pack on the back of it, her equipment belt, and then the black suit along with her boots.

      The cold water drenched her slim cream body as she entered the stall. Her red glowing eyes shut while she took in the overwhelming feeling of her body cooling down. Opening her eyes, she extended her arm forward and activated the cybernetics located within it. A small holographic interface appeared in front of her. She activated the device’s record function and blew a kiss toward it.

      Shortly afterward, Nodevar contacted her with a frustrated tone in his voice. “What are you doing?”

      Lettielia laughed and replied," Getting cool.” She turned around so water splashed on her back. “And wet without you.”She shut her glowing red eyes once again as her dripping hand slid down her breasts.
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      Beyond the polar orbit of Jupiter was a Radiance Union cruiser. The Abyssal Explorer was its official name. The ship had a long rectangular central area surrounded by five smaller rectangular sections toward the back. At the tip of those five sections were its main guns, which were capable of firing a barrage of hot plasma at any hostile ships…or planets within range of the ship’s sensors. It was overkill for anything found on Earth but underkill for the Hashmedai command ship lurking in the darkness of the nearby asteroid belt.

      The crew of the cruiser had been tracking the command ship for some time now, and out of fear they would be discovered, they also evacuated the science team studying the human home world.

      Aboard the ship’s science lab, scholar Odelea entered her sixth hour floating in zero gravity, reviewing on her data pad what had been learned about human language—a painful task to most scholars, as humans spoke many different languages. She had a youthful appearance, caramel skin, and wavy light-red hair. The lab’s walls and floor were white, and the lighting was bright, typical of Aryile, as their home world orbited a large bright star. And it was that star that resulted in most of the land dwelling life forms on their world to evolve reptilian features. The Aryile had scales along their backs, traveling up to the sides of their neck, while the pupils in their eyes had a vertical slit. The lab was littered with data pads, scanners, and data crystals, which all floated aimlessly. On the wall were several chambers that housed samples of plants from the human home world.

      Hunger made its presence known in Odelea’s belly—time for a break. But first she checked on the new plant samples. She floated over to the chambers where the samples were kept. A glass wall kept them separate from the rest of the lab. The chamber before her held two round red objects—a fruit called “apple,” which many humans enjoyed eating. A data analysis was running in the back to determine its chemical composition…and if it was safe to eat. Not that she had plans to eat these samples—what she needed was a large meal.

      She pushed away from the wall to float toward the exit, which led to the rest of the ship. As she got close, the automated door slid open and she passed through. There wasn’t much going on in the main hallways, since most of the crew was still in cryo sleep. She preferred it this way, as the trip down the hall to the galley was quiet with the exception of the sound of the ship’s engine humming.

      She entered the galley to a less-than-ideal situation—someone else was there. A reptilian-like man with four eyes and wearing a gray jumpsuit was putting together a plant-based meal—he was a Javnis. He turned to see her at the entrance, noting the disappointed look on her face. “I will move aside momentarily," he said as a leaf from his meal spiraled up and away from the rest. “As you can see, the military did not train us for life without gravity.”

      He gracefully propelled his body upward to catch the leaf with his mouth. As he did this, Odelea moved passed him toward one of five cabinets at the end of the galley. Each cabinet contained food and beverages tailored to the five races that made up the Radiance Union. Her small hands opened the one meant for her race—Aryile—and she pulled out a prepared meal in a package.

      The option to take fresh ingredients and make her own meal, like the Javnis did, didn’t appeal to her. Cooking in general was deemed a waste of time in her eyes—much faster to get something already made, eat it, and get back to work.

      The smell of spicy roasted vegetables from the Aryile home world invaded her nostrils. Her savory meal slowly floated up toward her, leaving behind a trail of warm water droplets. The Javnis had given up and began to eat what he had out already. Odelea took a double take at the situation before her. He said he was military, which meant he should be in cryo, only to be revived if things escalated.

      “Armed forces got awakened from cryo?” she asked.

      “Yes, a few days ago," he answered. “Did you not get the notification?”

      Odelea bit her lip as a wave of embarrassment hit. Staring down she took notice that her jumpsuit wasn’t fully on. The back was not zipped up, because wearing it for so many hours while reading wasn’t very comfortable at all.

      She promptly corrected the issue with the back of her suit, covering up the yellow scales on her back. A soft humming sound transmitted, signaling to the user that the suit was powered up. A new message notification beamed into her Heads up Display eyepiece.

      Skimming through the message, she got the important points: Hashmedai on the human home world, two Hashmedai ships in the area, and a Hashmedai command ship in the asteroid belt. Science and exploration teams were recalled, and combat personnel were being revived.

      Odelea sighed. All those scientists who swung by the lab today, and not one mentioned that they were recalled. There was one other message, a personal one sent to her from General Hilemei. He was expecting her in the briefing room.

      The briefing room of the Abyssal Explorer was located just below the main bridge. If one were to look up, he or she would be able to see the bridge above, as the floor that separated the bridge from the briefing room was transparent. In the middle of the room sat a large triangular conference desk. Typically a leader sat at each of the three points of the desk. One was reserved for the ship’s captain, the other the general, and the last seat for whatever team leader was invited to meet. The rest of the desk was for other non leadership personnel who were invited.

      Gravity existed here and on the bridge, the only part of the ship that had it, generated by a psionic. A psionic was a person with telekinetic powers, using his or her gift to create a gravity field to keep everything on the ground.

      General Ary Hilemei, an Aryile man with yellow hair and lightly tan skin, sat at one edge of the table. His beard was recently trimmed low, something he’d been meaning to do for awhile, giving him a younger look. He wore gold combat armor and had his magnetic rifle holstered to his back. At the next edge of the desk was the Abyssal Explorer’s captain, Gab Ueyei, an older Vorcambreum with gray hair, wearing a miniature version of the crew’s jumpsuit—he was barely four feet tall. His chair, like most chairs for Vorcambreum, was higher than everyone else’s so he could see over the desk. Like other members of his race, his ears were long and traveled from the sides of his head down towards his shoulders and his yellow eyes were large and wide.

      The flag of the Radiance Union rested on the wall behind them, an image of five stars next to three eyes. The stars represented the star systems the five races of the union came from, and the eyes represented the gods they worshipped. On the opposite end were two sets of spiraling stairs that went up to the bridge. They were transparent as well, and in front of the staircase was a large window showing the vastness of space and the large gas giant off to the side.

      Finally she arrived. Odelea boarded the bridge and proceeded to the stairwell, which led to the briefing room below. She slowed down slightly after nearly falling down the steps, but at last she made it down. “Please accept my tardiness. My suit was deactivated when the message was sent.” She bowed.

      Ueyei looked at her and asked, "What were you doing this whole time?”

      “Studying human language," she said.

      Hilemei asked, "Can you speak any of it?”

      Odelea folded her hands, placing them in front of her. She was clearly nervous. “I currently can speak three of the sixty-five hundred known languages.”

      “Have a seat then,” said Hilemei. A shocked look grew on her face as she hesitated for a second before making her way to the seat. Hilemei continued. “We are going to the human home world…to make contact.”

      “I thought direct contact with them was forbidden," she said.

      “Yes, unless they are being threatened by an external force, whether it be natural or sentient.”

      “Indeed," said Ueyei, “the gods demand we help any race that might be in danger in such a situation.”

      Odelea paused a few seconds as her green reptile shaped eyes opened wide before saying, "You want me to translate their language for you, then?”

      “We need to make direct contact with their leaders and make plans to defend them," said Hilemei.

      "Humans still fight with one another,” she said. “Getting all their factions to work together will prove to be…challenging.”

      “We have to try," said Hilemei. “The gods will not be pleased if we sit by and do nothing.”

      Ueyei spoke, “We are already backtracking to their world.” He leaned his small body back in his chair. “Find a suitable location for us to make contact, needless to say in a region where you can speak the language.”

      Odelea nodded in agreement and was dismissed from the meeting. As she walked off, Ueyei turned to Hilemei and asked, “Why did you take on this assignment?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You are one of the best generals we have. The Hashmedai fear your presence during some battles,” Ueyei responded. “Wouldn’t you be better off on the frontlines…or perhaps assisting in the Divine Expanse campaign?”

      Hilemei crossed his arms and sighed, for he knew Ueyei was right. “The Council feels that I’m better off with deep-space scientific missions far away from the theater of war.”

      “Why is that?” Ueyei asked.

      “The Hashmedai have assassins lurking in the darkness out there. All of them have kill-on-sight orders for me.” He stood and walked toward the window to look at the stars. “They wouldn’t send their assassins out here to some primitive world.”
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* * *

      Nodevar stood on top of a building as he admired his handiwork, the sabotaged human vehicle. Just below him, a market of some sort where Rina, that human female the two were tracking went. With Lettielia wasting time at Rina’s place, he felt the need to slow the human down. The female coming home to find an alien bathing at her residence would create…unnecessary complications.

      Rina came out of the building to her vehicle to find its front tires slashed—well, more like partly melted and slashed thanks to Nodevar’s plasma dagger. The woman shouted angrily, probably profanities in the human language, and then reached into her handbag to grip onto that device humans used to communicate with one another. She was no doubt hailing a mechanic of some sort. Whatever—she won’t be home for awhile, and that’s the important part.

      Nodevar sat and watched for a bit longer, knowing that as long as he remained cloaked she wouldn’t be able to see him or the black outfit he was wearing, though that might change soon. A black heavy outfit didn’t work well on planets with this much heat. On Hashmedai worlds were the weather was typically colder, sure, but not here. Nodevar took a step back and activated his communicator. “I bought you extra time, Lettielia. You’re welcome.”

      Lettielia transmitted back, “Excellent. Come join me then.” The sound of water pouring could still be heard.

      Nodevar shook his head in disapproval. “I’m heading back up for awhile. There’s nothing left for me to do here.”

      “What are your plans?” Lettielia asked.

      “Cooling off, without you.”

      “Take pictures.”

      Nodevar ended communication with Lettielia and started a new exchange, one directed up in space. “Whigli, lock on to my signal. I need to come up.”

      Several seconds later, a quick flash of blue light materialized before him. Out from that light stepped a Hashmedai man. It was Whigli. He had long purple hair and a fit muscular body, which was clearly seen, as he was shirtless, wearing only pants and boots. His body had a few cybernetic implants along its side and a few small wires on the underside of his arms.

      “Quickly, before someone sees you!” Nodevar exclaimed. A bright flash of blue light enveloped them both.

      The imagery around Nodevar changed from rooftops of buildings to the interior of their ship, which was just outside of orbit—back to the zero gravity and the hum of the ship’s engine. The cold air of the ship made him breathe in relief. The sight of the vice admiral’s body still floating in the weightless environment with a hole in his head did not, however.

      Nodevar turned to Whigli in disgust. “Why hasn’t his body been disposed of?”

      “Maneuvering this ship to stay in range of the planet while avoiding human detection is difficult," reasoned Whigli.

      Nodevar glided his way to the main chair of the cockpit, sat down, and accessed the computer. “I suppose dead bodies floating in space is not something humans typically see.” He continued to work on the computer, analyzing the data extracted from the admiral’s brain, while Whigli left the area.

      Jerut boarded the cockpit minutes later. “Impressive—you and Lettielia are done already?” Jerut asked with a sarcastic tone.

      Nodevar tilted his head toward him. Jerut had a holographic display in front of him, no doubt monitoring the ship’s system. Someone had to do it since he’d had the whole crew killed except for that psionic, Whigli.

      “No, we are not done,” Nodevar said. “We have a lead on her, however, thanks to one of your associates. As for her brother, no idea—probably dead, but I’m not taking any chances.”

      Jerut looked at the vice admiral’s weightless corpse. “I suppose we should put the bodies in the cargo hold.”

      “Please do,” Nodevar said. “Lettielia might get ideas the next time she’s aboard…”

      “Such as?” Jerut asked. Nodevar, however, remained silent. “You should copulate with her more. Perhaps she will become sane again.” Jerut burst into laughter. Nodevar stayed silent, and then returned back to his work on the computer.

      A proximity-alert sound chimed on the computer. Nodevar accessed the notification. A holographic map of Earth’s solar system appeared before him. One red dot and three blue dots were displayed—in far orbit of the human world, one of the blue dots represented their ship. Another on the opposite side of the planet was no doubt the recon team’s ship, and another in the asteroid belt was the command ship. The single red dot was displayed between the orbits of the large gas giant and the red planet. Nodevar paused after taking in the imagery projected to him.

      “What is it, assassin?” asked Jerut, coming closer to see the hologram.

      “Radiance Union battle ship," said Nodevar. “It’s heading right for us.”

      Frustration augmented Jerut’s voice. “It’s too early for this phase.” His head turned to Nodevar. “We need Himton’s command codes right away. If the command ship sees this, they will awake everyone from cryo.”

      “And then ask you what happened to the crew of this ship.” Nodevar looked at the hologram again. The command ship’s orbit was the most distant of the blue dots from the red one. “Lucky for you, you got time before the command ship gets the proximity alert…unless someone is actively scanning the system.”

      “There’s only one bridge officer not in stasis, and he should be asleep at this time,” Jerut said. “Lucky for me? You’re in with us as well, my friend!”

      “In case you forgot, the Assassins’ Guild and military are two different groups,” said Nodevar. “You’ll be charged with treason. I will vanish into the shadows and be laughed at by my guild mates for failing my mission.”
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* * *

      Gavin Chambers placed his empty beer bottle on the table—his third one for the night, and it was getting late. But that didn’t stop the loud dance music from playing in the Los Angeles pub where he and his buddies Hendrix, Nelson, and James were drinking. All four were members of the United States Air Force Reserve.

      Gavin was the tallest of the group. Standing at six foot two, he had short spiked blond hair, a fit build, and green eyes. These eyes he hoped his future child would have—just five more months until his birth. Hendrix and Nelson had a similar look in terms of body type but were slightly shorter. Hendrix’s hair was brown and cut low, and Nelson’s spotted black hair was in a butch cut. James was quite muscular, with dark skin and a buzz cut.

      “You gotta slow down a bit though, bro,” said Nelson.

      “He had like three beers, man,” James cut in with a laugh.

      “Naw, man, I mean like with all the family shit,” Nelson said. “You got a girlfriend before us, got married before us, and now having a kid.” He looked at James and Hendrix. “Yo, am I right?”

      They all laughed. Gavin then spoke. “It’s not my fault you guys were busy jerking off, watching porn when I was dealing with the first two things.”

      “Dawg, I introduced you to Internet porn back in high school!” shouted James.

      Hendrix finished his drink and then chimed in. “I guess you should add first to jerk off to porn on Chambers’s list there, bud.” More laughter erupted from the four.

      Gavin turned to James and said, “Wait, that should make you the first, then.”

      “Hell, no. I was banging Ms. Everhart before I stroked it,” James interjected.

      Gavin remembered the legendary Ms. Everhart from high school. She was young, fresh out of teachers’ university, with short blond hair and a naughty secret—taking male students, mainly James, into the staff room after class to teach extra lessons in life.

      “I remember her…and you not fucking sharing!” said Gavin.

      “Couldn’t risk word getting out," said James. “She would have gotten fired.”

      “Which ended up happening anyway!”

      “After we graduated.”

      The server came back to ask the four if they needed anything else, but they all agreed they’d had their share of beer and chicken wings for the night. They asked for the bill…and a taxi.

      Gavin returned to his home in the suburbs of the city. It was dark outside. He snuck his way into the bedroom, trying not to wake his wife, Anna, from her sleep. A few pictures of the couple were on the wall. One was a photo of her, with her long brown hair and petite body, tattoos of flowers all over her arms. She was about five foot one in height—opposites attract. Next to that picture was Gavin in uniform, helmet in hand, standing next to a fighter jet.

      He took off the clothes he was wearing, climbing into bed with nothing but his boxers and dog tags, no time to search for pajamas. Though wearing them would have given the illusion that he was home earlier.

       

      The morning sunlight kissed Gavin awake, but Anna was nowhere to be seen. This can’t be good, he thought. He put on a robe and exited the room.

      The laughing sounds of two women echoed from the kitchen as Gavin made his way downstairs. As much as he wanted to avoid that area of the house, it was the only place he’d be able to find breakfast…without sneaking out to get it.

      “Good morning, you!” said Dianna Lee, who sat with Anna at the dinner table.

      “Uh, morning,” Gavin muttered.

      Anna remained silent, didn’t even make eye contact—the joys of pregnant women and their emotional outbursts.

      “Come, have a seat," said Dianna. “Anna and I were talking about things to do this weekend since you’re off.”

      Gavin smiled at the young Asian woman and asked. “What do you have in mind?”

      “Some friends of mine are flying in tomorrow,” Dianna said. “Figured we can get together and show them around.”

      Gavin killed his smile the moment he caught a glimpse of Anna burning a hole through his face with her eyes. “All these years we’ve known you,” he said to Dianna," and it’s only now you tell us you have friends outside of LA?”

      “Well, they’re not exactly my friends per se—friends of a friend.” Dianna sipped her coffee. “But I’ve been talking to them, and they’re pretty cool.”

      “I’m down with that. What about you, Anna?” Gavin asked.

      “I think I see Dr. Jakins this afternoon,” Anna said, disappointment in her voice.

      “Oh, right. Well, I’ll—”

      “Oh, don’t worry about it. I can take care of it," offered Dianna. “You look pretty beat. Take it easy, and rest.” She said to Gavin.

      Why not just tell her I was out drinking last night?
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* * *

      Chloe spent much of the morning at an area gym. She was on a treadmill, wearing a black cutoff tank top that slightly revealed her toned abs and shorts that exposed her strong runner legs. Her headphones were on, connected to an iPod placed in her back pocket. It was in the middle of her favorite workout playlist, random Skrillex tracks.

      A decent amount of people were in attendance, doing what they do to stay in shape, including Sarah who walked over to join her—though the towel in her hand suggested she was done for the time being. Sarah, wearing yoga pants and a tight-fitting tank top, said…something to Chloe, who didn’t hear her over the music. Besides, Chloe’s attention was focused on a personal trainer in the corner—a kind and helpful black man with strong, fit arms and legs. Wonder if he’s single, she thought.

      The music came to an unexpected end as Sarah ripped Chloe’s headphones off and exclaimed, “I’m going to head out and grab lunch! You ready to leave?”

      Chloe didn’t flinch but, after a few seconds, got off the treadmill and faced Sarah. “I guess so. You’re driving after all.”

      They walked to the change room, where Sarah stopped and said, “Oh, so it’s officially ‘later.' What happened?” Chloe saw Sarah’s smile but didn’t know how to say it and, quite frankly, wanted to forget about it. “Let me guess,” Sarah pushed. “He bought you drinks, you fucked him, and now he won’t call or text back?”

      Chloe stopped but didn’t reply right way. Sarah was right. That’s exactly what happened, except the ‘fucked’ part. “You and your prying," said Chloe.

      Sarah placed a comforting hand on Chloe’s back. “Sis…don’t get upset about stuff like that. Let’s face the facts—if the marines wanted you to have a husband, they would have issued you one.” Chloe continued into the change room, leaving her sister’s embrace. Sarah added, “Or a boyfriend for that matter.”

      “Shut up," said Chloe.

      “Look, a friend of mine is visiting the city today," said Sarah. “He’s hot and French. Want me to ask him to come to lunch with us?” Not a word came out of Chloe’s mouth. “I’ll take that as a ‘yes’” Sarah concluded.
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* * *

      The two sisters, in their summer dresses, took a seat on the patio of a local café and lounge. The summer afternoon heat was making its presence felt once again as they scanned the menu. Nothing of interest for Chloe—broccoli and chicken would have to do.

      “He’s running a bit behind,” Sarah said, stowing away her phone.

      “OK” Chloe said.

      “Don’t ‘OK’ me! Smile and be uplifting when he gets here," said Sarah.

      Chloe sighed and placed her menu on the table. “Sorry, this outfit I'm wearing isn’t sitting right with me.”

      “You and I are the sexiest ladies here right now,” Sarah reassured. “Trust me on this, Sis.”

      Chloe rolled her eyes at the sight of the server who took their order. She had to be in her thirties but went out of her way to dye her hair purple and wore red-tinted sunglasses. The hipsters are taking over.

      “How you two doing today? My name is Natasha.” The server spoke with a Russian accent.

      “Wonderful," said Sarah.

      “I’m doing wonderful as well," said a man with a French accent from behind. It was Sarah's friend.

      “Pierre, glad to see you could make it," said Sarah. He took a seat between the two sisters.

      Chloe leaned in for a closer view. Sarah was right—he was attractive. He had slicked-back hair and a badass five-o’clock shadow, which gave him the allure of a person with interesting secrets and stories to tell. The three placed orders for drinks and food. As the server, Natasha, walked away, she turned back to gaze at Pierre with interest in her eyes. Step off, hipster.

      “So how’s things been?” Sarah asked.

      “Magnificent," said Pierre. “Needed a break from the children’s hospital work.”

      “Oh, which one do you work out of?” asked Chloe.

      “Montreal,” he replied.

      Great, he’s not even from this country, Chloe thought.

      “But, hey, good thing it’s not that far away,” Sarah interjected.

      Pierre turned to Sarah and asked, "You excited about tomorrow?”

      She smiled. “LA is going to be a blast. I can’t wait.”

      “Hold on, you never said you’re heading to LA,” said Chloe.

      “Pretty sure we talked about this,” Sarah said, adding, "You may or may not have been drunk at the time.”

      “Sarah and my sister Amanda are heading out there to see some friends,” Pierre explained to Chloe. He gave a seductive grin. “So you’re not going with her, eh?”

      “Apparently not,” Chloe muttered.

      “Chloe will be free all day tomorrow," said Sarah.

      “Well—” Chloe started to object.

      “And Mom and Dad are heading out. She’ll have nothing to do.”

      Stop speaking for me, Sis; I can handle this!

      “Well, I know of a great restaurant I’ve been meaning to check out,” said Pierre, a charming look on his face radiating toward Chloe. “We could get dinner. Interested?”

      Chloe remained silent. Sure, he was good-looking, but asking someone out so quickly? Is that how it’s done these days? Sarah’s foot discreetly tapped Chloe’s shin. Chloe looked toward Sarah with a surprised look on her face and then nodded. Guess I should take the offer.

      Natasha returned, balancing a tray of drinks on one hand and a tray of food in the other. It was an accident waiting to happen, as far as Chloe could tell. And an accident did happen as Pierre’s drink wobbled off the tray and onto his lap.

      “Oh, sorry!” Natasha panicked.

      “It’s OK,” Pierre said, attacking his beer-soaked legs with a towel.

      Natasha headed off quickly to grab another towel.

      “Ah, hell, that fucking sucks," said Sarah, examining the extent of the spill.

      “It will be fine. Mistakes happen," said Pierre.

      Natasha returned to help clean up the mess she’d made. “Sorry again—third day on the job.” She then handed Pierre a note and a card. “Take this coupon for free service next time you’re in.”

      The coupon put a smile on his face. The note, however, filled his smile with excitement. Chloe couldn’t quite make out what was written on the note, other than a few numbers and a quick hand-drawn picture of a heart. Did she give him her phone number? This bitch is brave.
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* * *

      The long haul was nearing its end as Jazz exited the express train that transported him and Kroshka from Pearson International to downtown Toronto—one of many changes to the city since he’d last been here.

      The air in the city was only slightly cooler than what he was experiencing in Vegas. Even in summer, Canadian cities can be warm. The sun was getting ready to set, which meant the temperatures were going to drop even more in a few hours. Perhaps this would answer Kroshka’s never-ending questions about the weather here. That reminded him—what happened to her?

      On the long ride up, he learned she had made no plans to stay anywhere. His instincts told him to let her deal with it—after all, who does that? His upbringing, however, told him to offer to share his hotel room with her. His upbringing won that debate.

      He stopped and looked back at the station he had just walked away from to see where she went. A moment later her ghostly looking hair emerged from the crowd. He reluctantly waved his hand to get her attention. She waved back in a flirty manner, smiling as she walked over.

      Jazz continued down the sidewalk to his destination, while she latched her arm with his. She then spoke. “So where are you taking me?”

      “Lucky for you, the Royal York.” He pointed to the tall building off to the side. “And it ain’t cheap.”

      She adjusted her sunglasses and looked at the massive building. “Its design is fascinating, different from other buildings here.” She tilted her head upwards to the giant pin shaped tower in the distance. “And what of that tower there?”

      “That’s the CN tower, and, no, we are not visiting it anytime soon.”

      Kroshka kept her eyes glued to the tower along with much of the Toronto skyline as they approached the entrance to the hotel. Passersby shot a series of strange looks at them as they walked past. Everyone noticed a tall black man with little emotion in his face and a young, petite, pale-white girl holding on to him. She smiled and waved at anyone who glanced at them. They checked in at the front desk with the receptionist, who predictably raised an eyebrow at the pair.

      Jazz did his best to conceal all visual signs that this whole situation made him uncomfortable. People probably suspected she was a call girl he had hired—and he was no stranger to doing just that.

      They entered the room, a one-bed suite with a view of the city out the window. Kroshka scampered in with her arms and mouth wide open. Her sense of intrigue and happiness were astounding to Jazz. Her overjoyed face once again locked onto the skyline, this time from a higher perspective.

      Jazzed noticed the floral wallpaper and framed pictures of flowers on the walls…and the fact that there was only one bed. There were no initial plans to share this room when it was booked. He’d have to come up with a plan to deal with that issue later. Right now, sitting down was the number-one thing to do.

      Kroshka asked, "You used to reside in this city, correct?”

      “Yeah, something like that,” said Jazz.

      She turned toward him, looking at him through her sunglasses. “And then you left. Why?”

      “I had my reasons.”

      “Another of your secrets?” she asked, and he nodded. She stared at the decorated curtains for the windows and added, “I have secrets as well.”

      As she stroked the fabric of the curtains, Jazz said to her, “I was deployed to Afghanistan.”

      “Was it something you wanted to do?” she asked, but he didn’t say anything. She stepped over to the bed and leaned backward, allowing herself to fall upon it. “Leaving your home to fight others?”

      “I wanted to go to college.”

      “But it didn’t happen.” Her fingers stroked the blankets in the same manner as with the curtains. After a few minutes, she got up and walked toward the washroom. She turned to Jazz and asked, "Do you wish to bathe?”

      He thought for a moment. It had only been awhile since he’d showered, but it wouldn’t be a bad idea. “I could use one soon.”

      “As could I.” Smiling at him she said, “Let’s bathe together.” Her unexpected proposal hit him hard, especially in his pants. “You can learn my secrets as well.”

      Beads of sweat rolled down his emotionless face. The awkwardness of this situation didn’t sit right. Free-spirited girls were unexplored territory, and he needed out. “Uh, another time perhaps.” He didn’t want to all-out reject her or put her down. “You can shower now. I should get some food.”

      Crisis averted for now, he got the hell out the front door in a rush.

      Jazz found himself at the bar of a nearby pub and grill, a perfect place to get takeout food for two and a drink to set his mind straight—Canadian lager, not that strange water Americans call “beer.” The establishment was dimly lit and decently packed for its evening service. He wondered if the bar he’d be working at would be this busy—it would be good money if so. That reminded him—time to get that project rolling. His finger slid across the touch screen of his phone a few times before he typed with this thumbs.

      
        
        
        Jazz, 9:23p.m.: Yo, I’m here in the t.dot, when do you want to meet up?

      

        

      

      Damn, it’s already after nine? Been here too long trying to avoid her. It was about time he went back with the food he’d promised. He put in an order for two takeout meals—a rare steak and chicken wings. The steak was for her, about the only thing he’d ever seen her eat. How she maintained that slim figure while only eating meat was a mystery. She never touched the side dishes, just the steak. Well, at least she’s bold enough to eat it rare, unlike most people—

      His thoughts were interrupted by the text ringtone of his phone.

      
        
        
        Paul, 9:25p.m.: Busy tonight, how about tmr for lunch?

        Jazz, 9:25p.m.: OK, where do you want to eat?

        Paul, 9:26p.m.: Food court at eaton centre, I got some stuff to take care of at the mall if that’s cool with you

        Jazz, 9:26p.m.: Cool, see you then

      

        

      

      He glanced over at one of the many TV screens mounted on the walls of the bar area. One played the news, the headline reading: “SOI launches attack on Syrian oil field.”Another terrorist group in the Middle East making headlines. Nice to know all that fighting in Afghanistan was worth it, he thought.
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* * *

      The sound of the shower came to an abrupt end as Kroshka shut it off. As relaxing as it sounded, Jazz was hesitant about the idea of the two of them showering together. Perhaps she should have proposed the two have a bath together instead—maybe he would have been comfortable with that, who knows his kind were confusing.

      Drenched, Kroshka stepped out of the shower and dried herself with a towel from the rack nearby. The mirror was clear, free of water vapor, as the water she’d washed in was cold. The image that reflected back was a pale slim body, natural platinum-blond hair, and red eyes. The towel caressed the top of her head briefly, and she took note in the reflection that her claws had been out.

      As she retracted them, she stared at her fingers and wondered if there was another way to pass them off as human hands without having them covered up all the time. The area where humans have fingernails was, on a Hashmedai, just a slot where claws extend and retract.

      She opened up her purse and pulled out a pair of red-tinted glasses. Most people who looked at her with those on just assumed her eyes were red due to the glasses. Should I wear these or not when Jazz gets back? She paused to debate her plan for the night, wondering if Jazz was ready to learn her secrets.
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* * *

      Lettielia let out a sigh of frustration. She had been stuck in Rina's home for days now. Soon she’d have to leave, as the power to her suit and its cloaking field was coming to an end, the batteries needing to be recharged. Oh, and then there was the never-ending heat of this world. The cold water from bathing helped, but she could only do that whenever the woman left.

      The only thing Lettielia found amusing were all the human males who came up to this place, seemingly only to copulate with her and exchange green slices of paper with her—probably a form of currency from what Lettielia gathered. The act of humans copulating wasn’t too different from Hashmedai—in fact human and Hashmedai intimacy was possible. This was not surprising, considering Hashmedai races from the Radiance Union were compatible—well, not so much for the Vorcambreum or Javnis, but for the rest? Doable.

      Lettielia lay in the human female’s bed. With her being invisible, only the imprint of her body could be seen on the bed. In the other room was the female, sitting on that soft chair and watching the video playback of something on the large monitor. Is this what humans do for entertainment? Lettielia thought to herself.

      The commutation device belonging to the human made that annoying whistling noise. Lettielia knew by this point that it meant a written message had been sent to the device. Given how primitive human technology was, it was simple for Lettielia to attach a tiny object on the side of it to send a copy of all incoming and outgoing information to her. Typically when a message came in, a human male knocked on the door sometime afterward.

      Lettielia conjured a holographic display above her, continuing to lie on the bed. The contents of the newly received message from the human’s device were displayed before her. Lettielia expected a string of words written in the human language, which she couldn’t read. Instead something different was displayed, something she’d been searching for this whole time.

      It was an image of Kroshka eating and wearing red-tinted eyewear, no doubt trying to blend into human society. Lettielia jumped out of the bed instantly, shutting down the holographic display and entering the nearby washroom.

      A communication link was established with her team in orbit as she whispered, “Whigli, I’m in a discreet location. Get me out of here.”

      “Had enough?” he transmitted back.

      “I have a lead on one of our targets. We need to deploy quickly before we lose her again.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      Fifteen years ago…

      The Hashmedai home world had many names. To the Hashmedai it was “Paryso,” and to the Hashmedai who traveled to the stars, it was simply “home world.” To the Radiance Union it was basically “hell,” as the union went out of its way to demonize the entire Hashmedai race after the two groups had a falling out thousands of years ago.

      Paryo was a cold world, orbiting a cool, dim star. The surface, as a result, didn’t receive a lot of light. Liquid water mainly existed at its equator. Beyond that, the frozen land gave the world its ghastly white glow in the darkness of space. It was believed the Hashmedai first evolved on the massive continent at its equator and then spread out across the world. Some of their early ancient ruins still existed there, untouched by the scars of old wars when the Hashmedai fought among their kind due to overpopulation and lack of resources for all.

      Massive cities stretched across the planet’s surface, with skyscrapers that reached out to space. A fleet of warships sat in orbit in the event of a surprise attack from the Radiance Union. This system was the closest to the union and, therefore, the most heavily protected.

      A small transport ship finished materializing from the space bridge, a massive space station outside the orbit of the Hashmedai home world. It was a ring-like structure with a rectangular section on top of it. The transport proceeded to fly toward Paryso’s frostbitten surface in the northern hemisphere. It was entering a section of the world still in its night cycle as it flew past a series of densely packed clouds. Snowfall blanketed the transport as it slipped under the cloud coverage and made its descent toward a mountain range.

      A building that appeared to be built into the side of it came into view as the transport continued its approach. The structure was metallic and had windows all along its sides, though snow covered some of them. At the bottom was a launch pad, the final destination for the transport ship as it hovered over the pad and slowly descended, blasting snow away in all directions.

      A door on the side of the ship flipped open, and out stepped eight Hashmedai in a sluggish manner. Noylarlie was one of the reluctant eight. She was young, only months into adulthood by Hashmedai standards. Her soft black hair was long and a mess, and her eyes now glowed red, as did those of the rest of the group, due to the darkness of night. She wore servant attire—a red skirt and top—with small gold bracelets around her arms.

      The entrance to the facility opened as the door to the transport ship shut—no turning back now, not that anyone had a choice. Out came an older man with glowing yellow eyes. He stood in the shadows next to the door, a menacing grin aimed toward Noylarlie and the seven behind her.

      “I don’t know what kind of lives you were living before, and I don’t care. From this day forth, you will be a psionic for the Hashmedai Empire.” He pointed to the door he’d just come from. “This will be your new home, and the people here are your new family. Please join us.”

      Slowly the eight entered one by one like cattle being prepped for slaughter, Noylarlie at the end of the line. As she was about to enter, the man grabbed her shoulder and held onto it firmly. She forcibly removed his unwanted grip with her hand, bearing her fangs at him.

      He laughed and said, “Just like your mother…good, good.” She continued to walk in, rage forming in every section of her face. “Your sister wasn’t.”

      The facility’s dimly lit interior became populated by eight sets of glowing eyes scanning the surrounding area. Noylarlie in particular took notice of how massive the main hallway was. It featured a small ice-cold waterfall that poured from the top—some fifteen stories up—to the bottom. Directly below it was a statue of Yemis Hellfire, a legendary psionic who killed over twenty thousand Radiance Union troops by using his power to move a meteor from space and send it crashing down on an Aryile world. The water from the falls poured out into a small river, which ran just underneath the main hall’s floor. Noylarlie looked up to see a series of bridges and balconies connecting the floors above.

      Farther past the waterfalls was a reception desk, which the eight were instructed to visit. Slave collars were strapped across their necks, allowing the administrators to track their movement and suppress psionic powers, send out an electric shock if they step out of line, or explode if they step too far way from the facility. Packages containing uniforms were then handed to them, and they were led into a hallway that bored directly into the mountain face.

      The hallway had a series of doors every few meters, some with windows on their fronts. Noylarlie took a quick glance at each one she passed. Some rooms were empty; others had groups of people sitting in a classroom with instructors. Others rooms had people using their psionic powers to lift objects off tables.

      The group entered a room toward the end of the hallway. There were storage containers off to the side, seats in the middle, and an exit leading to the sleeping and dining areas. The eight were promptly instructed by their escort to change into uniform. Must be the change room, Noylarlie thought.

      Noylarlie’s eyes quickly assessed the odd situation. She and one other were female, the rest were male, and there was zero room for privacy. She stepped to the furthest corner of the room to put maximum distance between her and the rest. Everyone was quite young. She was the only one considered an adult among the group. The eyes of hormone-fueled young males’ eyes would be fixed on her developed body when the clothes came off.

      She felt the presence of a small figure nestling next to her. Gazing down, she saw the other female within the group. She was placing Noylarlie’s body between her and the boys on the other side. The girl looked up to Noylarlie, with intimidation in her eyes. Why are you bothering me? Noylarlie thought as she looked at the girl’s aqua-green hair and cream skin. She was young but older than most of the boys, so womanly parts were developing. But the girl didn’t change into uniform and instead just stood there, waiting on Noylarlie.

      Noylarlie processed the final facts and, without hesitation, stripped down to change. As she expected, the lads in the corner took a few peeks at her light-blue body while they changed. All eyes leaped back and forth toward Noylarlie and her peeling apparel. No one noticed the other girl changing behind her.

      The ordeal was over. The eight were in uniform—black pants and black shirts, each with six pockets on the front. Noylarlie picked up the red outfit she had been wearing to store it away in a nearby container. She walked toward it, but the girl latched her small hands onto Noylarlie’s arm, triggering her to spin around.

      “Thank you," the girl said with a bright smile.

      Noylarlie replied, “Yeah, yeah…”

      Noylarlie attempted to leave with the rest of the group, but another pull on her arm from the girl prevented that. Noylarlie felt the desperation within the girl’s trembling hands.

      "Psionic training is difficult. We should stick together often," the girl said.

      “I know,” Noylarlie said. “My mother and older sister went through it.”

      The girl’s firm grip loosened. “Oh my.”

      “My father, too, I suppose. I don’t know, never met him.” With her arm free, she was able to finish up what she was doing. She turned back to the girl. “Mother told me about the trials and how to pass them.” Crossing her arms, she added, "If you want to stick with me, that’s fine. Just don’t get in my way. Do you understand?” The girl nodded. Noylarlie then added, “My name is Noylarlie.”

      The girl replied, “Chidorli is mine. Great to meet you.”

       

      The dining area buzzed with activity as the eight sat at their designated spot. A buffet was at one end of the room, where recruits were able to pick through a small selection of protein for their hungry fangs to rip though. Raw, cooked, partly cooked—everyone had his or her preference. Noylarlie and Chidorli shared a table, while five boys from their group shared a much larger one.

      Noylarlie spent much of the time listening into to their conversations, not that she had a choice—they were the loudest group there. The boys all laughed and talked about how excited they were to have seen Noylarlie’s breasts, among other things. They also yammered about how disappointed they were that they couldn’t see Chidorli’s. Fucking perverts…echoed throughout her mind consistently as the boys yapped.

      “Why doesn’t he socialize with the rest?” said Chidorli, deep concern in her voice.

      Noylarlie’s gaze locked onto the sight of a lone boy from their group at a table by himself. He was not saying a word to anyone. “Who cares?” Noylarlie concluded.

      “He seems…upset, lonely perhaps.” Chidorli glanced at him as he picked at his meal with little interest in finishing it.

      “Talk with him if you must,” Noylarlie said. “I’m not going anywhere anytime soon.”

       

      What the psionic recruits did not know was that their actions in the dining area were being observed by a few members of the faculty from their primary office. It was a small room, with a large view screen at the front and a circular desk in the middle.

      The imagery of the view screen switched to the eight new recruits sitting and eating.

      “These new ones have potential,” said Abraxin.

      “I agree, Abraxin,” Galtesa said, smiling at the sight of Noylarlie and Chidorli. “Two females, young and fertile, perfect for the breeding program.” She turned to the military man, with her orange eyes. “But you’re not concerned about that at all, are you, Jerut?”

      “No,” Jerut said. “I need combat personnel.”

      “What about this one?” said Denvil, pointing at Noylarlie’s image on the screen. “She’s a purebred psi, like her mother.”

      “If she’s a purebred, we need to have her in the breeding program!” Galtesa said. Her eyes lit up at this new information.

      Jerut shook his head in disagreement. “If she scores high in her trials, it is a waste to have her spend her life spreading her legs.”

      They watched as Chidorli rose from her seat and slowly approached the lone boy eating. Galtesa’s smile grew brighter. “Look at this one—reaching out to a boy already.”

      “There’s your female breeder—may not be a pure but better than nothing," said Jerut. He then looked at Abraxin, who seemed to be fixated on Noylarlie. “Your thoughts, Abraxin?”

      Abraxin spoke. “Had her mother been placed in the breeding program, this one here would be a fully trained and loyal agent by now.” His yellow eyes turned to the group. “And blood wouldn’t have had to be spilled to get her here.”
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* * *

      It was lights-out time for all recruits, so they were guided to the sleeping chambers, an area deeper in the mountains. The idea behind having the chambers so far into the mountains was to protect recruits during sleep in case of a Radiance Union sneak attack. A massive bombardment of the region would be required to kill anyone—assuming they knew which section of the mountain to attack. A ground assault wouldn’t be effective either—too many choke points from the entrance of the facility to the sleeping chambers, giving the Hashmedai soldiers stationed a huge advantage.

      The sleeping chambers consisted of a series of hallways leading to hundreds of small quarters. Each quarter had a two-bed bunk, two studying desks, and a sliding door at the front. The recruits were all assigned a room with a partner to share it with—all except Noylarlie. Odd one out, she figured. After all the group of eight had to work alongside existing recruits now.

      She sat down at one of the desks and placed her room access card on it. A small computer terminal was mounted to the desk, most likely there to access reading material for class and review notes.

      Before she could recount the events that transpired, the sliding door to her room opened. An older man stepped through, the same one who greeted the group when they’d gotten off the ship. Abraxin is his name? She couldn’t quite remember—not that it mattered at this point. He had no business here, especially during lights-out. He stepped toward her as the sliding door closed, triggering her to hastily get out of her chair to confront him with anger in her steps.

      “Get out,” she demanded.

      “Your mother at least first asked, ‘What are you doing here?’”

      Noylarlie shoved him aside as she proceeded to the door. He returned the gesture by placing a firm grip around her wrist. Pulling her back, he subdued her by grabbing her other arm and squeezing hard. The pain made her wrist grow limp. The more she tried to kick him, the harder he squeezed.

      “Come now, you didn’t resist all the other men you were whoring with on Taxah.”

      Anger flowed across her face. “Shut up.”

      “There’s a reason your existence wasn’t known to the authorities. No way Lord Hasiv was going to let his favorite servant girl and whore get shipped off to psionic training.” He looked intently at her smooth skin. “And you blue-skinned girls are the finest whores in the galaxy.”

      “I assume Mother also just so happened to have a room to herself.”

      “She and your sister did. It’s your turn now.” He spun her around and pushed her toward the desk. She fell backward to the ground as she collided with it. “This can end one of two ways—my way or your way. Your mother didn’t get shipped to a breeding camp or a space bridge because of me.” Noylarlie defiantly rose to her feet, only to see Abraxin’s pants hit the ground. “The choice is yours.”

      She recalled her mother telling her about difficult choices having to be made in a place like this. Clearly this would be one of them. She didn’t resist as his fingers forcibly removed her uniform, bending her over backward across the desk.

      “You won’t get away with this,” Noylarlie muttered as he slid inside of her, thrusting slowly.

      “Oh, come on now. Your mother and sister at least pretended to enjoy this,” he said. Noylarlie remained silent. “I’ll stay away from Chidorli if you do.”

      A few seconds had passed with him thrusting away, when reluctantly she let out a fake moan.
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* * *

      Noylarlie sat at her desk in one of the many circular classrooms throughout the psionic Academy. Each desk sat a recruit much like her, with a computer terminal mounted to the top of it. The heart of the classroom had a raised platform, where her instructor, Galtesa Deception, stood, demanding all eyes locked on her with intense focus as she converted the wisdom within her head to words. All eyes except Noylarlie’s—hers were fixated on the desk before her in a manner that would eventually grab the attention of Galtesa.

      “Recruit Noylarlie.” Galtesa finally noticed. “Perhaps you can tell us why the Radiance Union has more psionics than we do.”

      Noylarlie tilted her head up toward Galtesa but remained slouched in her chair. She sighed before replying. “We went to war with them," she said.

      “That’s one reason,” said Galtesa, “but, more specifically, what did Radiance do during the war?” Noylarlie apathetically shrugged her shoulders, so Galtesa addressed the class as a whole. “Can anyone tell me what the zealous Radiance Union did to our psionics during the opening days of the Great War?”

      Galtesa sophisticatedly spun around, her orange eyes scanning the classroom for a recruit to answer her question. Finally a skinny arm raised, triggering Galtesa’s finger to point. “They targeted and slaughtered Hashmedai psionics.” It was Chidorli.

      “Very good,” Galtesa said as she activated a holographic projection.

      “There were no such thing as Hashmedai psionics when the Radiance Union ships first appeared in the skies of Paryso.” The hologram projected imagery of Javnis, Aryile, and Rabuabin greeting old-world Hashmedai. Galtesa continued, “It wasn’t until we were uplifted and given the chance to live among the Aryile on their home world that the very first Hashmedai psionics stepped forth into existence. Radiance was kind to us at first, teaching us how to build starships and colonize distance planets, and helping us create the first Hashmedai psionics.

      Noylarlie’s eyes rolled at her instructor’s statement. Forced religion, forced naming convention, force sterilization—hardly what I’d call kind, she bellowed internally.

      “The power to move objects with your mind, control temperatures, teleportation—the list went on. The more powerful and experienced the psi was, the more abilities they gained.” Galtesa continued, while Noylarlie discreetly released a yawn. “Sadly for us, the Radiance Union never shared their secrets to building these facilities.”

      Whigli’s arm raised, curiosity showing on his face. Galtesa gave him permission to speak. “Weren’t the Radiance Union taught how to build these from their gods?”

      “Wrong,” she said. “There is no such thing as gods. The false gods the Radiance Union worshipped were merely advanced aliens who uplifted them thousands of years ago.”

      Galtesa’s hologram morphed, now depicting a galactic map of Radiance Union space and Hashmedai space. Blue floating spheres represented Hashmedai systems, while red ones were for Radiance. There were twice as many red compared to the blue.

      “And this never-ending worship was one of the many reasons our very existence became threatened by the Radiance Union.”

      “Why did the Radiance turn on us?” asked Chidorli.

      “The union around this time convinced the Vorcambreum race to join them, and then laid out plans for us to become the fifth member of the Union.” Galtesa said. “We refused, as we would be forced to believe the false gods of the Aryile and accept their way of life, ending Hashmedai culture as we know it. The cowardly Linl panicked when we built colonies close to their space and offered to join the union to gain thier protection.”

      Well, we did annex a few their planets—historians and their selective memory. Noylarlie’s thoughts triggered a slight chuckle as she raised her eyes back to Galtesa. She felt another unwanted question coming at her if she continued to show signs of not listening.

      “The result? The great burn—millions of Hashmedai psionics murdered in cold blood. The Radiance Union felt we were unworthy of having psionics within our society. Some survived, of course, fleeing to the deeper regions of our space, where Radiance couldn’t get them.”

      Four blue spheres from the projection changed to red, the first Hashmedai worlds to fall to the Radiance Union. It’s a shame this hologram doesn’t explain how unorganized the Hashmedai fleet was during that period.

      “Is this why we are forced to be here?” asked Chidorli.

      Noylarlie shot a sharp infuriated glare toward Chidorli. Don’t be a keener. I can explain this stuff better.

      “There is no choice—our numbers are too few. All Hashmedai psionics must be registered with the empire and attend the very training you are getting in the next five years before being assigned to duty.”

      “What sort of duties will we have to do?” asked Whigli.

      Galtesa smiled as her sights fixated on Noylarlie’s face. “Perhaps Recruit Noylarlie can help answer that. You mother was an Archmage, correct?”

      Noylarlie sighed. “Yeah.”

      “What can you tell us about psionic professions?” asked Galtesa. “Surely she must have explained that bit to you.”

      Noylarlie’s arms crossed as she recited the listing. “Military, shipboard Psi, space bridge, breeding, or assassin.”

      “Assassins are a bit different, however,” Galtesa addressed the class. “Only recruits who score low in their first year are sent to the Assassins’ Guild for training. As I recall, your sister was one of those Noylarlie,” Galtesa continued. “But, yes, this is the only way to defeat the Radiance Union and maintain the space bridge network…which will be tomorrow’s lesson. Please read over chapter nineteen in your spare time tonight. There may be a quiz on that as well.”
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* * *

      Noylarlie growled after entering her second hour of study. The chapter on the space bridge was a much more daunting task than she’d thought it would be. She leaned back in her chair, closing her eyes to review the knowledge on the computer terminal before her.

      As she recalled, the Hashmedai feared the relationships between them and the union would one day go bad. Hashmedai expanded their empire more toward their home world and beyond, away from Radiance Union space.

      Traveling across the stars was a lengthy task, since the distance between star systems was often dozens of light-years, and that was just for the closer systems. The fastest ships were capable of traveling at only half the speed of light, so such a trip between worlds took decades—with its crew frozen in cryo stasis until the ship arrived. Having invested centuries traveling to and building the colonies in Radiance Union space, the Hashmedai needed a faster way to travel to the stars and build those newly planned colonies away from the Radiance Union.

      The space bridge was born.

      A massive space station was constructed outside the orbit of the Hashmedai home world, Paryso. A team of twenty or more psionics powered the station. Most psionics were able to teleport themselves or others across great distances. The idea with the space bridge was that all twenty of these psis combine their powers, merge their minds with the station systems, and teleport ships across space.

      There was a catch, however. The process of rematerializing a ship with its crew and cargo intact was a long process. Depending on the distance traveled and the mass of the ship, it could take days, months, or sometimes even years for a ship to reach its destination in one piece. Nevertheless, it was still faster than the typical space flight. A trip to a world twenty light-years away normal took forty years.

      With the space bridge, a transport could be there in a day, a small ship could be there in two weeks, and larger ships took two years…give or take. Larger ships, however, were the most likely to use the bridges, posing a problem to the psionics who operated space bridges. Sending one ship across the cosmos caused many of them to become extremely tired. As such, only one ship could use the bridge at a time. To solve this problem, command ships were built—massive ships that housed entire fleets of ships within. These types of ships saw the most use across the bridges, as it was the only way to send multiple ships across in one shot.

      New worlds were discovered at a faster rate, and new bridges were built, new technology to enhance psionic power was invented, and a galactic network for the Hashmedai Empire started to form. The demand for more psionics to live at these stations and keep them operational became a top priority.

      No wonder everyone fears being assigned space bridge duty. It’s a fucking prison sentence.

      Her computer emitted a soft chime, a reminder that Abraxin was coming by soon. Trembling fingers undid her top, exposing part of her breasts—a special request he’d made for tonight’s unwanted encounter.
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* * *

      Year one of five came and went, and along with that the psionics who scored lowest in their training. Those who got weeded out of the program found their way aboard a transport ship to the Assassins’ Guild to begin training there. Much to Noylarlie’s disappointment, she and Chidorli weren’t in that group. On the contrary, the two of them scored high marks alongside that loner boy they’d encountered when they first arrived.

      Whigli was his name. Whatever—Noylarlie didn’t care much about him. However, Chidorli couldn’t stop talking about him—now more than ever. The two were slowly getting close, though he seemed to randomly act distant now and then. Then there were the jealous recruits—many didn’t like how the three passed tests so easily. Noylarlie, for the most part, was left alone. She established herself early on as someone not to anger, as broken bones and turned-over tables used to be common sights in the dining areas. Chidorli was an easier target, unless Noylarlie was around and then everyone backed off quickly. Whigli got the worst of it. Noylarlie didn’t care to protect him, and there wasn’t much Chidorli could do as she feared getting into the cross fire.

      The lessons they all had to go through consisted of months learning about certain psionic abilities, which areas of the brain they needed to utilize, and practicing using said abilities in live testing chambers. The basics were taught first—moving small objects with the mind. During training, the slave collars they were outfitted with were adjusted to enable limited usage of psionic skills and then returned back to normal settings after training was finished each day.

      Scoring high on the tests was a simple task for Noylarlie. Being a purebred and having prior knowledge of what was going to happen had its advantages. She often wondered how her sister Phylarlie got sent to the Assassins’ Guild. She and Phylarlie did have different fathers, Phylarlie’s a Hashmedai warship officer who had zero psionic potential whatsoever. But even then, she should have had a fifty-fifty chance of passing the first year. Even recruits who were one-third psionic made it through the first year. Was it Abraxin’s will that got her out? Noylarlie wondered. Unlikely. If anything, he would have set things up for her to stay longer so he could continue to violate her.

      Similarly, Abraxin continued to make regular encounters in Noylarlie’s room. On some occasions he demanded she please him orally in his office while he did computer work. Four more years to go…

       

      In the fourth year, things changed. Chidorli was now the same age Noylarlie was when she arrived here, and Whigli was now the age Chidorli was. Abraxin semi broke his promise about not touching Chidorli around this time. He had his way with her when she was alone in the halls on two different occasions.

      The testing became harder, partly because the students had to perform their psionic abilities under new conditions—cybernetic upgrades. Recruits who made it this far were required to have their bodies outfitted with amplifiers, which not only enhanced the power of their gifts but also enabled them to use new skills that were otherwise impossible to use.

      Each of their brains had a chip implanted to amplify psionic skills and allow for increased concentration, especially in chaotic environments such as on battlefields. Their arms were outfitted with implants, which enabled psionics to gather and store psionic energy in their arms, and shoot it out with explosive results, effectively making them walking energy cannons. The last upgrade saw the recruits receiving a large device implanted across their backs and bellies. This granted them access to a new set of abilities, such as teleportation across a short distance in space, forming a defensive barrier to protect themselves, and the power to interact with computer systems without having to physically access them.

      The surgery was a long procedure lasting months, while each of their bodies got a massive cybernetic rework. It was this that made Whigli feel uneasy, and so he distanced himself from Chidorli altogether.

      The eve before the surgery, Noylarlie lay awake in her bed, reflecting on the past and what things could have been. Why did Phylarlie’s psionics get discovered before hers? Mother went out of her way, risking execution, to hide the fact she had psionic children. What would things have been like if the two sisters had come to this hellhole at the same time? Better yet, what would life be like if neither of us were ever discovered?

      The sound of someone knocking on her door interrupted Norlarlie’s thoughts. Must be Abraxin. He wanted one last release before he lost her to a month of cybernetic augmentation and recovery afterward. Reluctantly, she jumped out of bed and made her way to the door. The things I’d do to his face if this collar malfunctioned, she thought. The door slid open, but it wasn’t Abraxin.

      “I need your help!” It was Chidorli, whose hair nowadays was shoulder length.

      “What?”

      “It’s Whigli—he’s not in his room and hasn’t been seen in awhile.”

      “So go find him,” Noylarlie said. Chidorli froze as her face grew pale. Abraxin, right. “Never mind. I’ll take a look. Get back to your room now before Abraxin comes.”

       

      Whigli sat in the empty dining area, his hand resting on an eating utensil. With the area free of any people and Chidorli fast asleep, he was free to carry out his wish. He held the utensil up and slowly moved it toward the battery on the back of the collar. Tampering with the slave collar in any way or attempting to remove it sent a fatal shock of electricity to the user. With the surgery coming up, and news that his father was just caught and executed for keeping Whigli’s birth a secret…life had quickly become too much of a hassle for the boy. He needed out.

      His hands came to a standstill, having realized someone was watching. He thought about continuing on, but what if that person were to run over and overpower him? Not only would this prevent him from going through with it, but someone else would now know for sure he truly wanted to end his life. He’d be placed on suicide watch.

      “You big coward,” Noylarlie prodded.

      Now she clearly knows what’s going on. Great. The two exchanged glances for a moment while Noylarlie quickly stepped toward him. If I can just jam this utensil in the right spot hard enough, it might just trigger, and it will all be over, he thought.

      He hesitated too long. As he attempted to slide it in, Noylarlie tackled him to the ground. He was surprised at how strong she was—certainly stronger than he was.

      “You are driving Chidorli insane, and that drives me insane because I have to listen to her complain.” Her finger was aimed toward his collar. “If you pop this, then she’ll probably do the same. Then I’d be real angry.”

      “Why would she care?” he asked. Noylarlie’s fist, without delay, drilled directly into Whigli’s face. He was out cold.
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* * *

      Whigli awoke to find himself in a room, probably Noylarlie’s, as he didn’t see his roommate or anyone else for that matter—it was just him and her. His sore head slowly rose, along with his body, from the cold floor. He gazed at Noylarlie, who sat cross-legged on the bottom bunk.

      She spoke. “Take it from the top.”

      “Uh…”

      “Why do you think she doesn’t care? She fantasizes about copulating with you all the time.”

      Whigli got to his feet. Taking a seat at her desk, he said, “She doesn’t—not anymore, now that she’s been with two others.”

      A perplexed look came across Noylarlie’s face. “I can’t imagine her giving up and spreading her legs just like that.” She leaned her body back, taking another look at him. “Then again, I always told her to forget about you. Guess she finally listened…somewhat.”

      He sighed as he closed his eyes, tilted his head up.

      “So you’re going to end your life because of her?” she finally asked.

      “No…it’s just—” His eyes opened back up. “I don’t want to do this. I just want to be back with my father.”

      “You can see him when this is all over,” Noylarlie said. “They don’t always send you to your new post right away.”

      “He’s dead, executed for keeping me away.”

      Noylarlie’s expression changed to one he’d never seen before.

      “I was hoping to join him in the afterlife.”

      “Don’t talk about that Radiance nonsense,” she said, cutting him off. “When you die, that’s it—eternal nothingness.” Her head lowered toward her lap. “It’s the only fate that awaits us when our life is over, the one my mother is probably dealing with for the same reason as your father.”

      He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. The strong and silent Noylarlie was opening up. “Why does the empire do this to us?”

      She ignored his question. “You need to grow up faster and value everything Chidorli has to offer you.”

      He placed his hands over his face and let out a sigh once more. She was right, he’d been acting childish and walking the path of staying childish. Her eyes rolled as got up from the bunk and approached him. Utilizing her impressive strength, she yanked him to the bunk with her and aggressively pushed him over to lie on the bed. It happened so fast that he didn’t notice she was stimulating him as her hand reached into his pants.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “Shut up.”

      He was getting hard as his breathing and heartbeat intensified. She removed his pants, allowing him to grow bigger as she softly stroked it up and down.

      “Seriously, what are you doing?” he asked again, this time with a grin.

      “Ask me that again, and I will cut it off.”

      Her turn, she removed her top followed by everything else, exposing to him that blue naked body he saw when they all first arrived. He attempted to sit up—something didn’t feel right about the situation—but her hands forced him back down and tore off his top.

      With his cream-complexioned body fully exposed, she placed both her hands on his shoulders, holding him in position while climbing on top of him. As she slowly lowered herself down, he felt the sensation of entering her. The warm wetness of being inside of her was a feeling like no other. Then she moved up and down repeatedly, and his heart raced in a way he never thought possible.

      Her hips moved up and down, gradually getting faster and wetter. He felt the firm touch of her hands slowly move across his shoulders, down his arms, and then to his hands. She held and guided them to rest on her breasts. “You like this?” she asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “If you’re dead, you’ll never experience this again," she said, "and you’ll certainly never experience Chidorli’s warmth in this manner.”

      She continued to grasp onto his hands as they cupped her, and moved up and down with the rhythm of her alluring body. Her eyes closed, and he felt her wetness drip down.
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* * *

      The augmentation lab was flowing with movement as the recruits entered with anxiety in their steps. Dozens of operating tables filled the circular room, each connected to a computer terminal. Up top was a large window leading to an observation room, where staff, doctors, and military personnel stood to watch as the operation was underway.

      Whigli stood with a nervous look on his face, brushing his fingers though his purple hair. Noylarlie took notice and whispered into his ear from behind, “I made you a man—now act like one.”

      It wasn’t the operation that had him worried—it was the look Abraxin gave him. He stood up top in the observation room looking down at Whigli, an angry look on his face the whole time. It was the same angry look Abraxin gave when he saw Whigli leave Noylarlie’s quarters the night before. Why does he care? And what was he doing standing outside of her quarters anyway? Whigli wondered.

      After a brief moment, everyone was strapped in, ready for the operation. The operation team attached a series of tubes to the recruits, whose vitals were relayed to the computer terminal next to them. The operation began with all the recruits being placed in a deep sleep by a knockout chemical being pumped into their system. Everything became a blur to Whigli—then came darkness and silence for one whole month.
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* * *

      Five years of training was finally over, and the recruits from this batch received word, one after another, of their placement within the empire. A few bodies were missing of course—the psionics who were chosen to become part of a space bridge or replace a psi currently serving on one. The recruits selected for bridge duty were often called to the office, and taken away quickly and silently so they as not to cause a scene.

      Whigli was one of them. This proved to be an unpopular choice, considering his scores were high. Even a man from the military stormed out of the facility, extremely disappointed when he learned the recruit he wanted had been sent to a space bridge. The news hit Chidorli hard. After everyone recovered from the upgrades, Whigli became a different man. Spending more time talking to her and less time complaining, the last year saw the two spend a few intimate moments together.

      Noylarlie knew exactly what happened, however. Abraxin must have become a jealous old man when he discovered she’d shared her bed with Whigli. He was even more jealous when Whigli and Chidorli began copulating with each other a few months later. What infuriated Noylarlie the most was that there was nothing she could do about it. Nobody would believe her and would just write her off as another recruit who hated being locked up in this mountain for five years—which sadly wasn’t far from the truth.

      Chidorli received her assignment—shipboard psionic aboard a stratosphere frigate docked with one of the command ships standing watch over the planet. Noylarlie was approached by two soldiers and whisked away to board a transport ship, without even the chance to say goodbye, much like Whigli.

      Noylarlie gazed out the forward window of the transport. She expected it to head up to the stars, but instead it remained on the planet, flying south. Even more curious was the fact that nobody onboard said a word to her after demanding she come with them.

      Sometime had passed before it was apparent where they were heading—the Imperial Palace, center of the Hashmedai capital city and home to the Empress and her family. The palace was a super massive structure, so high the top entered the tip of space. Four towers surrounded it, one on each corner of the main building that went up to the stars. These towers didn’t go as high as the main section but were still high enough for their tops to be covered up by the clouds. Around the palace lay the rest of the city, a sea of never-ending skyscrapers and transport ships flying to and from space.

      The transport ship docked at the palace via a large rectangular opening aside the main section. The side of the ship opened, and Noylarlie stepped out. She looked behind to the rest of the city’s skyline from the entry section of the docking bay. The sun was setting, painting the skies with a red glow—first time she’d seen a sunset in years. The two soldiers got off and escorted her to a nearby elevator.

      The elevator reached its destination, the throne room. The doors opened, the first sight that came to Noylarlie’s eyes was a small stream of water flowing underneath a white bridge. A series of statues representing past emperors and empresses ran across the stream. At the opposite end of the bridge was a large platform floating on water, with a throne chair made of crystal. Behind all that, a massive window showed a breathtaking view of the planet’s exosphere. They were indeed in the top part of the palace. That’s when Noylarlie realized gravity up this high shouldn’t be possible…unless a powerful psionic was generating a gravity field. Great, my new placement—gravity generator for the empress, she worried.

      “Please step forward,” said a voice from farther up.

      Noylarlie was so amazed, she didn’t notice Empress Y’lin was up on the platform. The empress had long white hair, pale skin, and orange eyes. She wore a black robe, which had a string of diamonds going down from her shoulders to her waist and a glowing pendant with a sphere-shaped object in the heart of it. Noylarlie walked across the bridge and onto the platform.

      “Empress Y’lin,” Noylarlie said, “honor to meet you.”

      Y’lin’s orange eyes examined her from head to toe. Noylarlie still wore her black uniform, which covered up most of her cybernetic implants.

      “Noylarlie, daughter of Iolysta Frosttouch, correct?” Noylarlie nodded. “Did she ever speak to you about her work with the Archmages?”

      “No, she did not.”

      Y’lin’s fingers stroked Noylarlie’s long black hair. It hadn’t been properly maintained in a while.

      “A great many believe the might of the Hashmedai Empire is a result of our fleet of battleships. Others believe it’s thanks to the cunning assassinations from the Assassins’ Guild.” Y’lin nodded to the soldiers who stood at the elevator door, and the two exited back into the elevator. “In truth, the Archmages did and will continue to lead us to victory. It is an elite group of psionics who weaken enemy frontlines so our ships can obliterate them, or discover important targets and relay the information to the Assassins’ Guild.”

      “By all means, continue.” Noylarlie was intrigued by this information.

      “Your mother was an Archmage, until she stopped reporting in after becoming pregnant with your sister. Some time later, we tracked her down and sent an agent to talk with her, but she seduced him.” Y’lin gently stroked Noylarlie’s cheek. “Then you were born, and your mother continued to hide you and your sister from us.”

      “Right. Then you had her killed.”

      “It is law—report all unregistered psionics. Hide them and face the death penalty, even if you’re an Archmage. Psionics are a dying class thanks to the Radiance Union. If they didn’t commit mass genocide, such laws wouldn’t exist.” The empress continued. “I want to give you the rare chance to strike back at those who forced us to create the environment in which our psionics live, to continue where your mother and father left off. Become my new Archmage.”

      “What’s in it for me?”

      “Your own ship to travel the stars, the power to help shape our laws for psionics, access to anything and anyone.” The two soldiers returned with a prisoner in tow—it was Abraxin. Noylarlie and Y’lin turned to see the new guest. Y’lin stepped forward as Noylarlie’s eyes burned with rage.

      “Abraxin Tenacious has done a few things at the facility we are not happy about,” Y’lin said. “I’m sure you know what I mean.”

      “Yes,” Noylarlie said with anger.

      “We suspected he was up to no good for awhile but lacked the evidence to arrest him until now.” The soldiers forced Abraxin to his trembling knees. “Noylarlie, join the Archmages, and his life will be yours.”

      Noylarlie grinned. “Really? Like a slave?”

      “Whatever you wish—slave, bodyguard. You will own his life and do whatever you want with it.” Y’lin elegantly walked back to her throne to sit as her telekinetics were used to deactivate and remove Noylarlie’s collar.

      The sensation was great. Noylarlie was finally truly free…except for one last thing. Noylarlie’s hand extended forward toward Abraxin. He levitated off the ground as a result. The two soldiers stepped away. Noylarlie could tell by their body language that fear and deep caution were manifesting within them. They were smart to back off. “Owner of his life?” Noylarlie asked.

      “Indeed,” Y’lin confirmed.

      Noylarlie focused her psionic power toward Abraxin’s head, slowly ripping the skin from his face. His screams of terror filled the room, so she forced his mouth shut. She then psionically twisted his head around and around, causing his neck and throat to grind and break apart. Shortly afterward his head popped off from his body, and his headless corpse fell to the ground as Noylarlie released her telekinetic death grip.

      “As owner of his life,” Noylarlie said, “I decided his wasn’t worth having around.”

      Y’lin smiled. “Do you have a title?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “You will be atoning for your mother’s mistakes, so how about Atonement?”

      “Better than nothing.”

      “Very well then, from this day forth, you are Noylarlie Atonement, Archmage of the Hashmedai Empire.” Y’lin clapped her hands at the soldiers. “Show her to her new room…and clean up that mess, please.”

      After Noylarlie left, Y’lin continued to sit at her throne, telepathically receiving reports from across the empire from psionic agents and Archmages. The elevator door swung open, and a small figure stepped forth. “Mother, did I miss meeting the new Archmage?”

      Y’lin put her status reports on hold, focusing her attention on her young beautiful daughter. “I’m sorry, Kroshka. She left a few minutes ago to get herself set up.”
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      A small village on the outskirts of Afghanistan became the place of interest for a Black Hawk helicopter carrying members of SEAL Team Six, which was on a covert CIA mission to deal with a new threat to the free world. The Sons of Islam, or SOI as they were called on news reports, had been making major progress in terror attacks in this region. Yet they had such a small number of members, which was expected to grow by the end of the year.

      Normally a predator drone would be sent after a small group such as this, and that would be the end of them. SOI, however, posed a unique threat, one never encountered before. What the media hadn’t reported on was how their attacks were carried out. People who were shot had no bullet wounds, as the weapons SOI used didn’t fire bullets. All victims had large holes burned right through them, and cars that got hit by their weapons’ fire had sections straight-up melted off. Some people were even cut in half with an object that seemed to be burning hot.

      Oh, there was more—bullets bounced off a few SOI members, and some of them walked in direct line of fire, making no attempt whatsoever to take cover. Whatever protective gear they were using was highly advanced, more advanced than anything anyone in the world was using, and that had people in the White House…disturbed.

      The mission was simple—get in, take out hostile forces, obtain samples of their equipment, and capture their leader alive if possible, as he had some explaining to do. Not much was known about him, only that he was known as “the Wise Man” and showed up in this area months ago, and suddenly SOI became an issue. There was no doubt in the minds of the folks at the CIA that he was the reason these terrorists had these weapons. The real question was, where did the weapons come from? And were they interested in sharing said weapons with the United States?

      The helicopter quickly approached its target—a small farm. Intel suggested SOI was camping out here and making preparations for their next move. Petty Officer First Class Chris Boyd took one last gaze at the Afghan sky before donning his night-vision equipment. Like all Navy SEALs, he was in top shape—years of playing football helped out with that. He was a black man, about six foot five in height, with short hair and clean-shaven. Dressed in typical military camo and armed with a silenced HK416, he stood alongside five other members of his team with a similar equipment layout—Keys, Glover, Roberts, Victor, and Cortez.

      It was go time! They all leaped from the helicopter as it got close enough to the surface. With their weapons extended forward, they moved in on the small shack in front of them. Keys ordered Boyd, Roberts, and Glover to take point and move toward the front door. Keys and Victor were to check the back, make sure nobody snuck out. Well, that was the plan until two men of Middle-Eastern descent kicked down the front to greet them with their bellowing weapon.

      Boyd took cover behind a nearby broken-down car. What’s the worst that could happen? It could melt and become useless cover—that’s what. Bolts of green energy shot out from the SOI member’s weapon, hitting the car Boyd took cover behind. After a few hot blasts, the side of it glowed red-hot and broke apart. Terrible idea.

      Roberts returned fire. He didn’t hit them, but they backed off and took cover inside. Guess the rumors of them being invincible weren’t quite correct, Chris thought. The action turned to the front door as all six soldiers charged over to it, taking cover by the front walls of the shack. Boyd and Glover stood next to the door—Boyd on the left, Glover on the right. They were greeted by a light show of green and white energy. The light from these blasts lit up their night vision, almost blinding them.

      Both returned fire while an SOI fighter stood at the top of the stairs leading to the upper level. He went prone and aimed at the wall where everyone else was taking cover. Before he could fire, Boyd placed two shots through his head, blood and brain matter splashing on the wall behind him.

      The SEALs team moved on, taking cover behind furniture, and another enemy combatant emerged. On his left arm was a rectangular device with flashing lights and in his right hand was another strange energy weapon. He walked slowly toward the SEAL team, randomly shooting. He made no attempt to take cover. Keys discovered why as he got up and fired four shots at the enemy’s chest. The terrorist simply raised his left arm up and watched as the bullets hit a blue force field protecting him.

      With his cover blown, Keys retreated, while the others provided covering fire. The shielded terrorist kept his arm up, deflecting all fire at him. Chris’s eyes took note of a large square shape forming in front of their target as the bullets hit. It covered him from head to toe—nothing behind him, perfect.

      “Frag out!” Chris yelled as he tossed a well-placed grenade behind the shielded adversary. It went off, sending the terrorist and what remained of his legs flying toward them.

      The six made an aggressive search of the lower level, confirming no further contacts. The object that had been strapped to the shielded terrorist caught Chris’s attention, and he reached down to pick it up. Not the smartest idea as it could be booby-trapped, but a gut feeling told him it might come in handy sooner rather than later.

      A breach and search of the three rooms on the second floor began with Keys kicking in the first door. The first room contained nothing but some equipment and the second room nothing except a hostile target carrying a weapon that resembled a long sword. Chris’s eyes took a second look, as the sword heated up through some kind of strange energy being fed into the blades. His observation had to be put on hold when the terrorist leaped at him and aimed the sword at his face. Chris reacted by lifting his left arm up—the same shield he encountered earlier now protected him as the sword hit it.

      The terrorist continued to push down toward Chris with his sword while the shield continued to hold just long enough for Glover to take aim and shoot. The sword-wielding terrorist fell to the ground with a single bullet hole through the side of his head.

      “You OK?” asked Keys.

      “Yeah,” Chris replied, looking at the device that had just saved his life.

      Keys breached the last door to reveal the presence of a thin man sitting on a bed. His hands were already in the air. The team entered, all pointing their rifles at him.

      “Stay where you are!” Keys demanded. The man complied with no hesitation.

      This must be the Wise Man, Chris thought. He was an average-size man, no taller than five foot five, with pale white skin, platinum-blond hair, and wearing shades. It was not the look of atypical terrorist group leader, that was for damn sure.

      He spoke. “I’m sure you have a great many questions to ask.” Chris took notice of his strange accent. “Will be happy to answer them all.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Chloe and Pierre stumbled into Pierre’s hotel room in the heart of New York City, their alcohol-fueled steps guiding them forward…and then facedown to the floor. A perfect end to an evening of fine dining followed by downing uncountable number of drinks.

      “Oh, fuck,” Chloe slurred.

      “You…are a bad girl!” Pierre said. “Not doin’ shots with…you again, OK?” After a few minutes, the two slowly brought their bodies to standing position. Pierre pointed. “The bed is over there.”

      “You wanna fuck me, don’t you?”

      “I was trying to be nice!”

      “Taking advantage of me in this state isn’t nice though!” Roaring drunken laughter erupted from the two.

      Pierre slowly made his way to the single bed. “Going to lay here. If you want to lay with me, that’s OK.”

      “Sure, why not?” Chloe struggled to walk straight. “Not going to fuck you, though—saving that for the third date…maybe.”

      Her body made a crash landing on the bed. Silence filled the room. A much-needed recovery session for the two was in order.

      [image: ]
* * *

      An eerie frozen forest manifested around Chloe. Her head moved from right to left, scanning the unfamiliar landscape, not a person in sight. Where the hell am I? Her footsteps led her down a narrow snow-covered path in the forest. She didn’t feel cold at all, despite her summer attire. A small child from deep within the forest approached her. The girl had long black hair, probably around eleven or twelve years old.

      “Do I know you?” Chloe asked.

      The child’s clenched fist raised toward Chloe. She held something. Her hands opened to reveal a red gem…with a glowing sphere in it. Chloe glanced at the gift with confusion.

      “You want me to have this?” Chloe asked.

      “You must take it,” the girl said. “When the time comes.”
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* * *

      Chloe’s eyes sprung open, and she was back in Pierre’s hotel room. Morning sunlight slowly poured through the windows, illuminating the foot of the bed she’d passed out on. Fucking crazy dream, she thought as she rose up.

      “Welcome back to the land of the living,” said Pierre, who stood at the entrance to the washroom.

      “Well, my clothes are still on,” she said with a charming smile.

      “Like I said, I’m a gentleman,” Pierre said.

      “I should probably head back to my place.” Chloe proceeded toward the door. “Well, thank you for last night. It was great.”

      “My pleasure.”

      She gazed back at him one last time. “When do you head back to Canada?”

      “In a few days.” He smiled.

      “Call me sometime,” Chloe said. “I’d love to hang out again before you leave.”An itch on the back of her head triggered her hand to spring upward to deal with it. Her hand jerked backward as a sharp stabbing pain from the itch pulsed.
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* * *

      A knock on the door prompted Pierre to hide his data pad underneath the bed. A few hours had passed since Chloe had left, so no way could it be her coming back. Could it be? He opened the door. Natasha stood before him with a captivating smile, wearing a pair of sunglasses. Chloe was work, Natasha is play, he thought with a lust filled grin.

      “You’re a bit early,” he said.

      “Nothing wrong with that.” She let herself in.

      He gazed at the drawing storage tube strapped to her back. “Art student?”

      “Something like that,” she said. “So where are you taking me?”

      “You like Italian?” he asked.

      She paused for a moment. “I could go for an Italian steak.”

      “You’re in luck. They have a fantastic steak there.” His statement came to an unexpected end as she removed her sunglasses. “Oh my gods…”

      Her eyes were orange with a slight glow to them—Hashmedai posing as a human.

      “What happened to your accent, comrade?” she said.

      Self-preservation instincts kicked in, prompting him to flee toward the closet where he kept his side arm, a Radiance Union magnetic pistol. His hand was a second away from gripping the door handle when his body suddenly became numb and was propelled backward into the firm and cold grip of her hands. A blade found itself carefully placed next to his throat.

      “OK, you’re good,” he said. “You really had me going there.”

      “Three people from my team, including myself, survived your cowardly ambush, Linl,” she said with an anger-fueled voice.

      His eyes were fixated on her blade. “Impressive artwork there…” He didn’t need to look at her to know she was baring her fangs at him—the hissing noise coming from her mouth was proof enough. “What do you want, demon?”

      She removed the blade from his neck and said, “My name is Onatiasha Ladyknight, I'm here to send a message to the Radiance Union forces on this world.” The sudden agonizing pain of the blade impaling through his chest sent his body to the floor. “The Hashmedai Empire says ‘hello.’”
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* * *

      The Hashmedai did not deem all regions on the human world uncomfortable. Far south was a massive continent under the planet’s southern pole. Much of this region was covered in ice all year round, the perfect getaway for a Hashmedai staying in this warm world.

      Phylarlie took in the sights of the area while kneeling down for a bit. She’d been on her feet for a few hours now. The wind blew icy air against her back, while her long curly black hair waved back and forth—such a lovely feeling. She wore light assassin armor, which consisted of boots, shorts, and a sleeveless top. This outfit, while providing the least amount of protection, was lightweight, allowing anyone wearing it to be more agile and move quicker. It also consumed less battery power, since there was less area for its defense and healing matrix to cover. The real reason she chose this attire, however, was the fact that this world was warm. Wearing less enabled one to stay cooler, and to be honest, it was the most revealing and sexy outfit provided to Hashmedai assassins. She took great pride in killing targets while looking gorgeous.

      She took inventory, making sure she had everything she needed for her forthcoming assignment—cloaking device for invisibility, stun disks, incineratary disks, kinetic disks, thermal vision glasses, and of course, plasma charge daggers. It was a standard assassin loadout.

      She conjured a holographic display before her, a live image of herself. She enjoyed how some human females presented themselves and tried to mimic their style—white highlights in her hair being one of those and cosmetics being another. Humans have much better style when it comes to makeup compared to Hashmedai, she thought as she examined the eye shadow she’d applied earlier. Not a bad look. I’ll have to take some of this back to the empire and show the women there how to really look good.

      The sun was setting already, another reason she enjoyed this area. This time of year, the days were extremely short, so darkness was common. If one traveled farther south, it was nothing but darkness for several months.

      She switched modes on the hologram, setting it to record the frozen landscape before her and the group of cute little black-and-white fowls. What do humans call them? Penguins?

      “We are being called back up,” said a familiar voice from behind her.

      Phylarlie shut off the hologram and turned around to face the recon team’s psionic, Chidorli. Playing with the penguins would have to wait. “Understood,” she replied.

      Chidorli stepped toward her, wearing a white gown with a bustier-like crop top with green stripes around the edges that matched her hair. The exposed parts of her skin displayed her cybernetic implants, which were quite sensitive as Phylarlie remembered from her first year at the psionic Academy. Combat armor had a tendency to interfere with the implants’ ability to communicate with the psionic. Even clothing that covered them made them slightly unreliable. In addition, they generated an uncomfortable amount of heat when in use for a long period of time. As such, wearing clothing that allowed the implants to be visible became standard practice among all psionics.

      Chidorli’s eyes shut to focus—teleporting from planet to a ship in orbit required good concentration. Otherwise the psionic risked landing in the vacuum of space instead of the ship. Her cybernetics glowed blue.

      Moments later, a flash of blue light appeared aboard a Hashmedaian scout ship in orbit of the human world. Phylarlie and Chidorli emerged from it, floating in zero gravity. The ship wasn’t very big—a main cockpit was upfront, with sleeping quarters behind it, and behind that cryo stasis pods. Phylarlie’s red-orange eyes glowed, as did Chidorli’s red eyes as they adjusted to the low lighting in this environment.

      The duo floated toward the cockpit. The southern polar continent they were just in was visible from the window. Up front was a chair and flight computer terminal, where a Hashmedai man sat. He had short white hair, blue skin, and a long goatee. He was very tall and possessed a strong muscular body with broad shoulders. The glow from his orange eyes reflected in the window. He was not exactly the type of man Phylarlie was attracted to, but she’d caught Chidorli looking at him quite a few times, like right now.

      Chidorli spoke. “We’re here, Zhinbryo.”

      He replied, “Good, we must make haste.” His fingers danced with the terminal. The view of the planet moved out of visual sight for a moment. “That Radiance ship is getting closer.”

      “And what of the corvette?” asked Phylarlie. “Has Captain Jerut’s ship contacted us?”

      “Still ignoring our hails,” said Zhinbryo as the view of the planet came back, this time above the northern hemisphere. “While you were away, Onatiasha dispatched a Linl tracker posing as a human. Data on his data pad listed Kroshka and a human traveling to a city in this region.”

      A hologram of Kroshka’s last known appearance and a human male with dark skin projected before Phylarlie. Hired human bodyguard? Well, if I find him, I should be able to find her.

      “My mind was scanning the area when I detected a psionic teleportation not long ago,” said Chidorli.

      "Humans do not have psionics,” Phylarlie commented.

      “Indeed,” said Zhinbryo.

      “The Radiance Union?” Phylarlie asked.

      “Can’t be—the only ships in range for teleportation are ours and the corvette,” Chidorli said. “Might be a site-to-site teleport. However, one needs to be extremely familiar with the layout of the planet to achieve that.”

      “Well, the Radiance have been visiting this world long before we have,” Phylarlie said. “If Jerut wanted to help you recon folks, I’m sure he would have made contact.”

      “In any case, we need to head down to the surface,” Zhinbryo said. “There’s a very strong chance Kroshka and Akeia are there.”

      “Where is Onatiasha?” Phylarlie asked.

      “She’s still below,” Chidorli replied. “Said something about sending a message.”

      Phylarlie smirked. “Good, I’ll handle things from here. Don’t need her abrasive attitude getting in the way.” She spun her weightless body toward the green-haired psionic. “Chidorli, if you will…”

      Chidorli’s cybernetics glowed blue as she closed her eyes and focused.
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* * *

      “And you didn’t bang her?”

      “Fuck off,” Jazz promptly replied.

      Jazz sat with Paul in the Eaton Centre food court. It was densely packed and bustling with shoppers who were sitting down for a quick meal. Paul was a man in his late thirties, hair slowly turning from brown to gray. He wore sunglasses and an expensive watch, and laughed at Jazz for telling him to fuck off. “Seriously, man, you should have went for that.”

      Jazz finished his refreshing iced tea. “I’m not taking advantage of a dizzy hipster girl.”

      “Jake, how old are you, man—thirty-six? Time is running out. Fuck all the young girls while you can, before they write you off as an old man.”

      Jake—when was the last time someone called me that? “Anyway,” he said, changing the subject, “manager in six months?”

      “Totally, I trust you,” said Paul. “The only reason you won’t start in management right away is because I want you get some more experience behind the bar and with all the people.” Jazz nodded in agreement. “Tomorrow when you’re free, I’ll show you the new apartment I have set up for you.”

      The two got up, and Paul went to finish his errands. Jazz walked in the opposite direction, looking for the exit to the mall—too bad he’d forgotten which way it was.

       

      Lettielia gazed into a holographic display, which showcased information on the target she and Nodevar had been tracking. Her cloaking field extended to render the hologram invisible as well. As such, she wore goggles that superimposed the holographic display across their lenses.

      Assassin cloaking fields typically used both the power of psionics and advanced stealth technology to render the wearer undetectable. The cloaking pack was mounted to the assassin suit—when activated, a field projected imagery from the surrounding area over the user. Technically Hashmedai ships and ground forces could use the stealth systems, but as handy as this was, there were limitations—the biggest being that a pair of good eyes could see a distortion field around the cloaked target, and scanning devices, too, could pick up the presence of a cloaked target.

      With the aid of psionic power and assassin cybernetic implants, however, the distortion field could be manipulated to be less visible and in some cases not appear at all to give the user true invisibility. Scanners could have their signals reflected back, and sounds could be muted by using psionics to neutralize vibrations in the surrounding environment.

      The two had followed a dark-skinned human to a gathering place of some sort, a human marketplace. They believed this human to be the one who sent the image of Kroshka to the human female Lettielia was keeping an eye on earlier. After getting close enough, Lettielia was able to remotely read his commutation device and confirm what they suspected—it was the same device that sent the image.

      Mute mode was active on both of their suits, causing their psionic gift to suppress all noise they made, including speech. Communication between the two had to be made via their communicating implants.

      “He’s the one, one hundred percent,” Lettielia said.

      Nodevar watched as he walked away. “Any ideas on getting him to lead us to her? Following him won’t be wise.”

      “Why not?” she asked.

      “We don’t even know if he’ll lead us to her anytime soon. That Radiance Union ship will arrive soon.” He moved farther up, keeping an eye on the human. “She needs to be taken care of by then.”

      “Let’s take him aboard our ship and transfer his memories to the computer,” she suggested.

      The human was moving out of visual range, so the two moved up slowly while trying to avoid running into the many humans walking around. Humans discovering the presence of invisible aliens would only complicate matters. “Perhaps,” Nodevar then replied, “but that device wasn’t made with a primitive human brain in mind—it might kill him.”

      “We only need him alive to find Kroshka. He’s useless afterward.” She looked at the back of his bald head. “What’s up in there is where we’ll find her last known location.”

       

      Phylarlie was surprised to discover the presence of not one but two assassins, thanks to her thermal glasses. Neither had a level-two cloak active, which would have masked their presence to thermal detection. Perhaps trying to save power…or just cocky.

      She quickly moved up behind them as they stalked their target, the same bald human with dark skin from the earlier hologram. He’s pretty sexy for a human, she thought, biting her lip. The assassins’ mouths were moving, clearly talking, but nothing could be heard. They must have a mute wave active. Well, that explains the usage of a level-one cloak—trying to conserve battery power.

      She noticed the duo didn’t stand too close together, which meant their mute wave extended to their bodies only. Therefore, they must be using their communication implants to transmit to each other, despite being within hearing range. Those could be hacked, quite easily in fact, if not encrypted. As she recalled, this was the first lesson learned from training—eavesdropping unencrypted communications.

      She activated her comm implants. With the aid of her psionics, her mind detected the presence of the channel they were using. No encryption—she gained access and listened in.

      We only need him alive to find Kroshka. He’s useless afterward…what’s up in there is where we’ll find her last known location.

      The day had just gotten interesting.

       

      Lettielia’s hands held a tiny bronze disk, a stun disk. Her nimble, invisible, silent steps moved her closer to the human target.

      “Call for Whigli. I will stun and hold him in place while we all transport back up,” she requested.

      “Ensure that he’s stunned.” Nodevar took notice of the humans all around them in the mall. “If Whigli comes down, he will be seen by everyone. People, including our target, will run.”

      Lettielia smiled at that thought. “Good, it’s been awhile since I gave a man a good chase.”

      Nodevar sighed. “Let’s not make this harder than it needs to be. Stun him, and I’ll summon Whigli.”

       

      Phylarlie had heard enough of the duo’s chatter and plan. Kroshka is my contact! She placed her body behind the male assassin while arming herself with a stun disk of her own. If the assassin is stunned, he won’t be able to call Whigli, probably their shipboard psi, she reasoned.

      She’d need to put him out for a long time, and four more tiny disks found themselves into her hands from her tool belt. With five disks, that should hit him with a shock powerful enough to put him out for a few minutes. Her gaze focused on the female assassin. She only has one disk ready, probably thinking she doesn’t need more. She’ll most likely be alerted to her partner taking a nap, along with all the humans here, as his cloak will overload and shut down.

      The final parts to Phylarlie’s plan rendered in her mind. With her distracted by the unexpected change of events, I’ll grab the stunned human and jump port to the rooftop of this place. After that, it’s improvise time.

      Time to move.

      Lettielia carried out her plan, swiftly sticking the disk to Jazz's back. Seconds later his body fell to the ground, shaking. Phylarlie did a similar thing, placing the five disks on Nodevar's back, and using her psionics, she activated them. Just as predicted, a powerful shock sent him to the ground, overloading his cloaking field.

      Humans in the area screamed and panicked at the sight of a Hashmedai assassin who appeared out of nowhere only to fall to the ground and twitch. Phylarlie leaped toward the downed human and attempted to jump away. There was only one problem—her cloak needed to be shut down or it would overload her suit’s battery pack. If she wasn’t going to be carrying extra weight, namely the human, this could have been possible—she forgot about that part.

      More panic and chaos echoed throughout the hallway as humans took note of Phylarlie’s presence coming into view. Lettielia now had her plasma charge daggers primed and glowing green. Fortunate for Phylarlie—or anyone who’s encountered a Hashmedai assassin—the daggers drew power from an assassin’s suit. The cloak couldn’t be used in this state, as it would overload the battery.

      Lettielia swung her blades toward Phylarlie, and her agile body leaped away to even the playing field. Her own pair of plasma daggers was firmly gripped within her hands, pointed forward, and glowing toward her new opponent.

      A rapid secession of lunges and sparring ensued, as the femme fatale duo engaged in a style of combat no human had ever witnessed. At the peak of their dagger play, Phylarlie raised her leg to deliver a powerful kick aimed at the side of Lettielia's blue-haired head. Seconds before her foot connected, Lettielia jump-ported backward. In a blink of an eye, blue light teleported her ten meters away.

       

      Jazz regained control of his body as a blue flash of light produced a woman in a black suit and with blue hair materializing behind him. He wasn’t quite sure what had happened, but he heard people screaming and the clattering sound of shoes running away. He quickly got up to see a man with blue skin and dressed in black lying on the ground behind him. Another woman with a lighter tone of blue skin turned to face him.

      “Run. I’ll hold her off.” Her accent was the same as Kroshka’s.

      Wait, hold up. Blue skin? The fuck? “Hold who off?” he asked.

      His answer came as he looked at the woman who had appeared behind him seconds before. The woman with blue hair stared straight at him with her burning-red eyes, green glowing daggers in each hand.

      No gun, no vest, no point on hanging around—his athletic legs did exactly what the strange woman requested of him. He ran. He knew damn well she was chasing, as indicated by the sound of her boots slamming into the ground behind him. He turned to see how far away she was—still a few meters apart. There’s no way she’ll catch up—

      In an instant, a flash of blue light appeared, transporting her a mere meter behind him and still running.

      “What the fuck is this shit?” he shouted.

      A second flash appeared. It was Phylarlie. Wasting no time, she leaped and tackled Lettielia, their bodies crashing to the floor. One last look at the two revealed the blue-skinned woman raising her hand in the air, razor-sharp nails extending out from her fingers.

      Jazz turned his face forward and entered the back hallway used by the mall staff. With all the chaos going on and people recording the action with their phones, nobody noticed him run in to take cover. Several minutes had passed as Jazz continued to make his escape via the back hallways of the Eaton Centre. He ran past a few maintenance workers, who were shocked to see him pushing them out of the way. Their shock transformed into horror as Lettielia appeared in a flash of blue light. He looked behind after hearing someone yell, “Oh my God.”

      It was her. She had caught up.

      From farther behind, he heard a man yell, “Police! Everyone get down!”

      It was quite possibly the one and only time Jazz was delighted to hear cops behind him.

      Lettielia momentarily stopped her pursuit to deal with the new threat behind her. The cops directed their pistols toward her as she teleported behind one officer and placed an object on his back that sent his body flying down the hallway like a rag doll. Immediately after that, one of her daggers pierced through the back of the head of the second cop. His lifeless body fell, spilling liters of blood on the floor.

      The body of the cop came flying toward Jazz before losing speed, hitting the floor, and violently rolling toward him. The officer’s gun, which had left his hands, spun over to Jazz’s feet. Stopping to watch was probably a bad idea, he thought as the woman yanked her weapon out from the head of the second cop while making direct eye contact with Jazz.

      Without a second thought, he picked up the gun, a Glock 22, and pointed at her—well, where she was to be more exact. She was now right behind him.

      “Oh, fuck me.” He said.

      He waited for something unpleasant to happen to him, but the sound of her collapsing to the floor was all he heard next. He turned around. Phylarlie stood behind him, and Lettielia was knocked out. Without warning, Phylarlie embraced him, and blue light consumed the sights around him.

      The blue light vanished, and Jazz and the woman were suddenly looking at the Toronto skyline. They were on top of the Eaton Centre. The sound of police sirens could be heard off to the distance. The woman began to speak but not to Jazz. She was communicating with someone else through some kind of radio transmission and in a language he didn’t understand. She paused, then spoke again, definitely talking to someone else.

      She directed her red-orange eyes toward Jazz when suddenly that same blue flash appeared…along with Lettielia. Jazz took cover behind a rooftop exhaust fan, while Phylarlie pulled out her glowing daggers and ran toward her adversary.

      The popping noise of Jazz’s pistol echoed as multiple shots were fired into the chest of Lettielia, but every shot bounced off.

      “Let’s see you deflect this,” he said, his aim adjusted toward her head.

      He fired, but she vanished and then reappeared behind him like before. Phylarlie did the same, prompting Lettielia to vanish again. A blue streak of light pushed forward, and out from that came Lettielia. Jazz fired another shot with the same result—the woman became blue light, reappearing on the other side of the rooftop. A light show of repeated blue streaks ensued as the two women attempted to get the drop on each other.

      Jazz lost track as to who was who—too much teleporting around. All he was able to make out was a flurry of green thrusts, slashes, back flips, and fancy footwork that looked humanly impossible. How the fuck do they move so fast?

      Lettielia quickly ducked and swept her leg cross the ground, tripping Phylarlie over. Before she fell on her back, she vanished into blue light and reappeared on top of a rooftop air vent.

       

      Phylarlie’s body materialized onto a primitive human air vent. She considered her options, given the situation. It’s only a matter of time before the human law enforcers below make their way up here. This assassin was significantly more experienced than she was, despite Phylarlie getting the drop on her twice. What part of “I need evac” does she not understand? Whatever Chidorli is doing, she needs to hurry up.

      Phylarlie's opponent spoke. “You have a lot to learn, little one.”

      Lettielia jump-ported beside her, lunging with a dagger in each hand and hitting Phylarlie. Phylarlie’s light armor protected her from that stab, but the heat from the plasma did some damage. Blue light from Phylarlie’s jump placed her ten meters away. Her assailant, however, remained behind, delivering a firm direct thrust to Phylarlie’s back. Phylarlie’s suit reacted, transferring all power to prevent the dagger from penetrating. Jump-porting away wasn’t possible now—the suit was tasked to maximum load capacity.

      Phylarlie’s body spun rapidly, creating a cyclone of slashes. Nothing connected, but that was OK, as Lettielia jump-ported forward in front of Phylarlie. Two loud bangs were heard. It was Jazz, firing his projectile weapon at Lettielia, one shot grazing the side of her head. Lettielia's attention was drawn away from the struggle as she quickly touched the area of her that took the hit—there was blood. Her surprise turned to fury at the human.

      Phylarlie’s cybernetic implants received notification of her suit’s current status—jump-port abilities were back online. A well-placed kinetic disk landed on Lettielia's back as Phylarlie hastily teleported behind her. Her psionic mind commanded the disk to activate, launching the assassin in the air. Before the woman could react, Phylarlie jump-ported in the air just above her, reached out, and carefully placed another kinetic disk on her. Setting it off forced Lettielia’s body to come crashing to the ground. She stopped moving shortly afterward.

       

      The sound of humans screaming and running made Nodevar’s headache worse. He stood next to two dead humans, who were facedown in a pool of blood, they were the law enforcement type as he recalled. The two humans had weapons and had approached him as he was recovering from the multiple stun disk shock. In a fit of fury, he jump-ported behind them and slit their throats.

      He stood, trying to establish communication with Lettielia but got no reply. Activating his holographic display, he homed in on her location—on top of this building—and her vital signs. She’s injured. He immediately jumped to her location.

      Nodevar’s jump-port placed him up top and next to Lettielia as she lay on the ground. Her suit was still working, so her wounds were slowly healing. Lettielia awoke minutes later, gazing up toward him and smiling.

      “Did you have a relaxing nap?” she asked.

      His fangs released a hiss. “Do not start with me,” he demanded.
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* * *

      Blinding blue light dissipated, and Jazz found himself in a cold room with little light. Oh, and he was floating. Looking forward, he noticed that all of North America could be seen from a window up front. So this is what an alien abduction is like, he thought.

      A woman with dark purple hair and orange glowing eyes floated before him. “Welcome aboard,” she said with her Russian-sounding accent. “Now explain to me why I shouldn’t put you out the airlock?”

      “Nice to meet you, too,” Jazz said in a sarcastic tone.

      “He’s with me, Onatiasha,” said the woman with blue skin.

      Onatiasha’s gaze locked onto her. “You did not tell me you were bringing someone aboard my ship.”

      The blue-skinned woman crossed her arms and said, “Actually this is my ship.”

      Onatiasha retorted back to her in their alien language. The blue woman fired back at her, causing an explosive exchange of anger-fueled words for a solid two minutes.

      Jazz had enough and said, “Anyone wanna take it from the top? Preferably in English.”

      “Phylarlie here insists you truly are human,” Onatiasha said. “If you turn out to be a Linl operative, I will end you myself.”

      “Charming,” Jazz said. “So like I said, take it from the top.”

      “As you may have figured by now, we are not human,” said Onatiasha, floating up to access a computer terminal. After viewing the information, she spoke in her native tongue to the large man sitting up front. Earth moved out of view from the window. She resumed speaking to Jazz in English. “I am Onatiasha Ladyknight, commander of this recon team.” She pointed to the man up front in the chair. “This is my second-in-command, Zhinbryo Braver. You’ve already met Phylarlie Starchaser, a member of the Assassins’ Guild.” Finally she turned to the green-haired woman with the small machine parts on her body. “And this is Chidorli Clamingwind, shipboard psionic.”

      Jazz lightly chuckled. “Ladyknight, Starchaser…as odd as your surnames are, it’s the only part I can pronounce.”

      Phylarlie spoke. “Surnames?”

      “We don’t have surnames,” Onatiasha said. “These are titles given to us when we achieve something great in our adult life.”

      “My people call me Jake—Jake Johnson,” he said. “Just call me Jazz, though.”

      “You have two names?” asked Phylarlie.

      “Jazz is a nickname.”

      “Nickname? Explain,” Phylarlie said with a smile. “I joined this expedition late, I know your language and that’s it.”

      “Well it’s…ah, hell, I’ll do it later.” He spun to face Onatiasha. “I’m sure y’all got some important stuff to talk about.”

      Onatiasha nodded as a holographic picture of Kroshka loaded in front of her. “Well, then…Jazz, time to prove your usefulness. Tell us where to find this woman.”

      Suddenly the awkwardness of Kroshka came together, making sense in a very surreal way.
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* * *

      Whigli shook his head in disagreement, floating in the zero-g environment of the ship Jerut had taken control of. “They will be out of range,” said Whigli.

      “I understand,” said Nodevar over speakers.

      “The recon team ship is moving away, probably because they know at this point we could easily attack, board them, and take that human for ourselves,” said Whigli.

      “So that’s why we can’t chase,” said Jerut. “I have Himton’s codes. We need to take control of the command ship before they detect the Radiance battleship.”

      “So we’re stuck here until you come back in range?” asked Lettielia via speakers.

      “One of my associates was tracking Kroshka and Akeia. However, he hasn’t reported in, most likely dead at the hands of the recon team. Find his data crystal or data pad, and it should lead you to Akeia’s last known location,” said Jerut. “You’ll be on your own after that, until we return.”

      “As you wish,” Nodevar said. “Come get us when you are ready Whigli.”

      The transmission came to an end, and Whigli closed his eyes to focus on the teleport.

      “Come back quickly,” Jerut ordered. “We need to move out now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 5

        

      

    

    
      Crew quarters onboard the Radiance cruiser was located deep within the center of the ship, just past the cryo stasis chambers. The hallway leading to them ended with five different passages, one each for the five races of the union. Since all five races came from different worlds, it was decided that quarters be kept in different sections of the ship, so each had a separate environment similar to its home world. Overall the ship was built to suit the needs of the Aryile race, so it was only fair that each of the other races had that one place onboard where they could feel at home.

      The Aryile came from a tropical garden world, so temperatures were warm. Lighting was bright, and the air had a lot of moisture to it. Of course, extreme warm moisture was restricted to their quarters. Rabuabin, Vorcambreum, and Linl would have complained about having to deal with those conditions on top of the already bright lights and warmer temps of the ship.

      The Javnis came from a world covered almost entirely with a massive swamp. As with the Aryile, their quarters were very moist and humid.

      Rabuabin spent their planet-dwelling years living in a network of caves within the rocky and mountainous parts of their home world. As such, their quarters were quite cool, made of rock. When constructing it, the crew literally jammed a massive rock into the designated section of the ship and then tunneled it out.

      Not a whole lot was needed for Vorcambreum and Linl—just sleeping space with moderate temperatures and low humidity.

      Odelea floated into the hallway, which led to the crew quarters. The same Javnis she had encountered in the galley now floated just outside the Javnis quarters. She paid no attention to him as she floated past while working her way to the Aryile section.

      He unexpectedly called out to her. “Scholar Odelea, correct?”

      She stopped and nodded. “Um, yes.” She tried to avoid eye contact, but he had four of them. Partial eye contact? Some Javnis found Aryile to be attractive despite their mammalian traits. Aryile possessed some reptilian features, like the scales on their backs and neck. She was worried he wanted to flirt, like all other Javnis she’d encountered on this ship. She wasn’t interested in Javnis and, quite frankly, just wanted to rest up.

      “I have been assigned to be on your team when we arrive,” he said.

      “Oh, OK then.”Might as well talk if we are going to be working together.

      She noticed the data pad in his hands and the tiny mind link device attached to the side of his head—a neural interface that linked with a data pad to enhance the learning experience of a new language.

      The Radiance Union had six main languages—each of the five races had their native tongue plus a sixth main language for the collective union. The main union language was a creole form of communication, created during the earlier years of the union when it consisted of only the Aryile, Javnis, and Rabuabin.

      As time went on, this language became the official language. People within the union as a result typically learned their race’s native language and the union speak at the minimum. Devices such as his greatly accelerated the speed of learning a new language, something very critical if one planned to do business in any region of Radiance Union space.

      “I am…trying to understand human language. It is confusing since there are so many versions,” he said.

      “Just focus on the one that is mainly used in the region we are going to. It will be much easier,” she said. “Though that version is complicated—lots of ‘slang’ terms.”

      “That one is English, correct?”

      “I believe it’s called that, yeah.”

      He nodded his head. “I am Commander Mil Gengei.” His left hand was then placed on his right shoulder, a customary Radiance Union introduction. “Your acquaintance is recognized.”

      She returned the gesture, left hand on her right shoulder. “Scholar Ary Odelea. Your acquaintance is recognized as well.”

      She floated off toward the entrance to the Aryile quarters, triggering the automatic sliding doors to open. As she was about to go through, she heard a high-pitched laugh from the hallway she was just in.

      “Is that you’re idea of flirting, Commander?”

      “That was not my intention, Xyniea.”

      Odelea stopped to listen in. They couldn’t see her from where she was floating. Peeking back out into the hallway, she saw a Rabuabin woman floating in from the main decks. She had a brown tail down to her knees. Like all Rabuabin, she possessed small horns, which curled down to her cheeks, and large triangular ears on top of her head. Her hair was brown and soft, much like her tail, and it went well with her dark-olive skin.

      “That was a joke, Commander,” Xyniea said.

      “This ship turning back around to the human world,” said Gengei, “now that is a joke.” Gengei’s sights focused on the Rabuabin woman’s arm. “That scar—I do not recall you having that.”

      “This?” She raised her scarred arm. “It’s always been there. Hashmedai warrior got too close back on Pali’on.”

      “I am almost positive it was not there when we first came aboard this ship.” He floated toward his quarters. “Perhaps I did not see it.”

      “You—not see something with all those eyes?” She laughed, but he didn’t. “That, too, was a joke.”

      “I hope your jokes will not provoke the humans into doing something rash.”
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* * *

      The Hashmedai command ship was a massive structure, shaped like a sphere, with propulsion engines on its back end. At the very top was a square object with a large window—the main bridge. At the front center of this hulking ship was the entrance to the docking bay, which in essence was what the command ship was as a whole—a giant docking bay.

      The inside of this sphere ship was hollow, the space occupied by a fleet of Hashmedai battleships, fighter carriers, scout ships, and transport ships. An array of tractor beams held each ship in place when idle inside. At the top, where the bridge was located, lay a long tower-like structure that traveled from the top of the interior of the ship to the middle. This was where cryo stasis pods were kept. An elevator on the sides connected this tower to the main bridge above.

      The command ship was the heart of any Hashmedaian fleet, the primary way to send multiple ships across the stars via the space bridge network. Typically, an admiral was in command, issuing orders to the fleet, while the crew of the command ship provided quick repairs to damaged ships that came back to dock, and supplying extra weapons’ fire support via its two main plasma cannons on the sides.

      Jerut’s commandeered corvette returned safely, docking with the command ship. Blue light from the tractor beams sprung forward from the walls to anchor the ship in place alongside the rest of the dormant Hashmedai fleet.

      Jerut and Whigli emerged from a bolt of blue light aboard the command ship’s main corridor, which linked the bridge to the engine room. The two traversed in zero gravity across the corridor’s narrow and dimly lit shape toward the main bridge.

      They entered to see exactly what they had hoped for—no crew and no alerts, no activity whatsoever. The bridge had a series of computer terminals located across its walls. In the middle was a large chair for the person in command. Behind that was the entrance to the corridor they had just come from, as well as three elevator doors leading to the cryo tower below.

      Jerut’s body floated over to the command chair and activated its holographic display. His fingers typed in a string of letters and numbers from the Hashmedai language.

      “The codes work. I have full control,” said Jerut.

      “Was it really necessary for me to come along for this?” asked Whigli.

      Jerut turned to him. “Don’t forget, boy—you owe me.” He returned back to the holographic display. “So, yes, you are my bodyguard.”

      A new screen displayed. Jerut typed a fake incident report. It stated that Himton and several crew members were killed by a mutiny started by the recon team. In addition it reported that Himton’s final order was for Jerut to take his place in command, effectively solving two problems—an explanation for the admiral’s death and a reason to have the crew, when awake, hunt down the remaining recon team members. If the recon team hadn’t learned of the truth yet, they would very soon.

      “Ready to meet the rest of the fleet, Whigli?”

      “We’re going to wake them?”

      “Yes, there’s a new admiral in command…and mutineers who need to be dealt with.” Jerut activated a holographic map of the solar system, displaying their location and the location of the Radiance ship—it was coming in range. “And then we have our newfound friends,” said Jerut.

      The holographic display switched to a dossier listing for the recon team with kill-on-sight orders for them. Whigli’s body floated closer to view it. “What’s this?” he asked.

      “The recon team,” Jerut said. “Well, those we suspect are still alive.”

      An image of Onatiasha Ladyknight displayed. She was equipped with heavy combat armor, and her smooth purple hair was tied back. She’s quite attractive for a woman her age, Jerut thought. Information about her was listed—stage three adult (though her orange eyes were a giveaway of that), guardian class and team leader, long service record with dozens of battles against Radiance forces.

      The next slide loaded, displaying an image of Zhinbryo Braver equipped with a two-handed plasma sword and wearing an infantry exo suit—stage three adult, warrior class, specializing in frontline melee combat, unpredictable anger issues.

      Jerut took notice of Whigli’s sudden change in body language as the next slide loaded. Chidorli Clamingwind’s image was displayed—stage one adult, shipboard psionic.

      “Is there a problem?” asked Jerut.

      Whigli cleared his throat. “None, sir. I hope they will all be dealt with soon.”

      “Excellent,” Jerut said, though he knew very well Whigli wasn’t being truthful. “Head down to the docking bay. I’ll have a transport ship take you to the human world. Recover Lettielia and Nodevar once you get there.”

      “At once, sir.” Whigli exited, wasting no time in carrying out his orders.
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* * *

      A local pub in downtown Los Angeles was alive with music, booze, and who-the-hell-knew-how-many people enjoying the summertime weather. Sarah sat at a long rectangular table alongside Pierre’s sister Amanda and her friend Dianna. Also in attendance were Anna and her husband Gavin, along with some of his air force buddies—James, Hendrix, and Nelson.

      “OK, let’s back up a bit,” said Gavin.

      “I know Amanda and her bro,” Sarah explained after taking a sip of beer.

      “Amanda is Dianna’s longtime friend,” said James, “and Dianna is also close friends with Gavin and Anna.”

      “So where do these fools come in again?” Sarah asked, pointing at James, Hendrix, and Nelson one by one.

      “Air force, remember?” said Gavin. “We all enlisted together.”

      “Right!” exclaimed Sarah. “I know that, was just testing!” The alcohol was starting to establish dominance in her mind.

      “So what do you think of LA so far?” asked Gavin.

      “Great so far,” Sarah said, her sultry eyes slanting up at Gavin. “Can’t wait to hit the beach—lots of hot guys here.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Gavin said, extending his fit arms upward. “Not easy being so hot.”

      Fascination increasingly grew on Sarah’s face, jealousy on Anna’s. “So, Gavin, ever been to New York?” Sarah asked.

      “I’ve flown passenger flights there for work, but that’s about it.”

      “If you ever find yourself there for a few days, look me up. I’ll have to show you around.”

      “Us,” Anna cut in.

      “Eh?” Sarah mumbled. I clearly said “you,” not “us.”

      “You’ll have to show us around,” Anna retorted. “You know, since we’re a couple who does things together.”

      “Whatever.” You fucking cunt.

      “So I guess you all work in the airline industry?” Amanda asked, brushing her brunette hair back.

      “Air force cutbacks,” said Hendrix. “We were all told to switch to the reserves.”

      Sarah finished her drink before saying, “Cutbacks, huh?”

      “Yeah,” said Nelson, “probably to help fund you marines!”

      James smiled at Sarah. “I would have never guessed a gal like you would be in the marines,” he said.

      “And I would have never guessed you top guns are flying planes for a living,” Sarah said with drunken laughter.

      “What made you join?” James asked.

      “Well, after 9/11 my sister Chloe ran out to enlist. I was twelve or thirteen at the time and couldn’t do much but watch. I wished I was there to fight alongside her. As soon as I hit eighteen, I signed up. Didn’t have much of a choice anyway—I had fucking terrible marks in high school. College was a no-go.”

      “Saw any action?”

      “Patrolling in Iraq, more patrolling followed by…patrols,” Sarah explained. “Chloe though, damn—that girl got to see some real action in both Afghanistan and Iraq.”

      “Speaking of action,” said Amanda with a grin to Sarah and Dianna.

      “What? Don’t tell me you’re taking one of these hot guys back and not sharing with me!” shouted Sarah.

      Amanda’s face grew red as she smiled. “What?”

      “Hold up,” James interrupted. “If that’s the case, I sure as hell ain’t one of them.”

      Sarah’s attention instantaneously snapped toward James. “Spending the night alone, are we?” she asked in an alluring voice.

      James smiled. “Who wants to know?”

      “I do,” Sarah said while her hand pushed Amanda. “If Amanda is getting fucked tonight, I can’t be in the hotel room.”

      “C’mon, Sarah,” Amanda said.

      “Do you like chilling?” asked James.

      “Why, yes,” Sarah replied back.

      “Do you like Netflix?”

      Sarah responded by jokingly unbuttoning the top of her dress, allowing her cleavage to hang out more. Whistling and gawking from the males at the table commenced. Gavin was the exception—Anna whispered something into his ear, a disgusted look on her face.
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* * *

      Sarah and James both placed empty glasses down on his kitchen countertop. His apartment wasn’t very large—a typical bachelor pad with kitchen, washroom, and living room that doubled as a bedroom. As Sarah expected, Amanda took one of those fit air force guys back to the hotel room Sarah was sharing with her. Not that Sarah particularly cared. There was plenty of space to spend the night.

      “So…now what?” Sarah said, grinning toward James.

      “Now we chill and watch Netfl—”

      Her finger sealed his lips shut. “How about we cut to the chase and do whatever the hell Amanda is doing right now?” She pulled her finger back, grinning at him.

      “It’s funny because I was serious about watching a movie,” he said.

      “How about no,” Sarah said. “Wait, you’ve been drinking—you don’t know what ‘no’ means.”

      “You’re right,” he said, pushing her toward the fridge. “I don’t.”

      Their tongues wrestled as he continued to hold her against the fridge. Her fingers aggressively slid through his hair. A seemingly never-ending series of kisses landed across her neck. She moaned in ecstasy before shouting, “And that’s the way I like it, bitch!”

      She felt his hardness as he ground his hips along the side of hers. Let’s see what else you can do. She thought. Fiery passion led them to the couch in the living room. James’s body launched backward onto the sofa as Sarah’s hands pushed him. In a matter of seconds, Sarah had pulled her entire dress off. She grinned as James’s face came to a full pause. He was no doubt stunned at the sight of her tight body.

      “What’s wrong, big boy?” Sarah taunted. “You were giving out all that good shit a second ago.”

      He stood up, but she pushed him back down and slid his shorts and boxers off. Her hand ran up and down the shaft of his member, while he removed the last of his clothing. The sight of his abs made her grin. So you aren’t really a push over, she thought. Her lips wrapped around his shaft, sliding it in and out of her mouth at a steady pace. Her left hand gently glided across his fit abs in a soothing way, down toward his legs. Her other hand reached back to unhook her bra and then slid down below to remove her damp panties.

      Minutes later she was on top of him. He was inside of her, thrusting upward, as she yelped in pleasure. The noise she made easily drowned the sloppy sounds of his glazed member moving deeper inside her, especially when her hips moved from side to side—“the swirl and twist,” as she liked to call it.

      “Easy there—the people next door might hear you!” James pleaded.

      “I don’t give a fuck,” she said and moaned as his hands firmly gripped her hips.

      Sarah later lay back on the couch as the two switched spots. Her legs rested atop his shoulders as he thrusted like a jackhammer. She clenched her fist around the soft material of the couch, squeezing hard, the tips of her fingers turning red. Her legs and toes quivered. She saw his hand reach down to where the magic was happening and braced herself—his inevitable pullout was near.
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* * *

      The whistling sound of Sarah’s cell phone awoke her the following morning. It took her a good five minutes to muster the strength needed to crawl over to the nearby coffee table where the phone had come to rest the previous night. It was a night she didn’t regret one bit—the mere thought of what happened put a devious grin on her face.

      
        
        
        Alex, 10:06a.m.: Hey, babe, how’s your trip?

      

        

      

      “Who’s hitting you up at this time?” asked James, with a hint of sleepiness his voice.

      She turned to see that he, too, was waking from his sleep on the couch with her. She sat up and slid her fingers across the screen of her phone.

      “My boyfriend,” she said as her text ringtone blared again. “Fucking idiot.” She aggressively hurled the phone aside.

      James stared at her for minute, a confused look on his face. “Uh…boyfriend?”

      “Yes,” said Sarah. Her confirmation triggered a disgusted look on James’s face. “Oh, don’t give me that shit. Everyone cheats once in awhile, and if you don’t, then you’re stupid.”

      James laughed. “Is that so?”

      “Pretty sure your buddy Gavin is nailing that Dianna chick,” Sarah said. “It’s not like Anna is giving him any in her prego state.”

      “I know he was a bit of a fuckboy in the past. But now? Naw, he’s totally devoted to her.”

      “You can’t truly be happy with one person. There is always another who can do things that partner can’t or won’t do.” Sarah leaned her body closer to James and shot him a triumphant smile. “Case in point, I had an orgasm last night. I never have those with him.”
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* * *

      Hilemei, Gengei, Xyniea, and Odelea all sat down in their respective seats aboard the Abyssal Explorer’s transport ship. There were two seats up front in the cockpit and two long chairs in the middle behind the cockpit. The sides of the shuttle were long sliding doors, which served as its entrance.

      Gengei’s fingers danced across the terminal as he performed one last final check of the systems before strapping on his seat belt. Everything good to go. A holographic projection of Captain Ueyei appeared before them.

      “We’re entering the planet’s orbit now. This will be the closet this ship has been to their world. If we’re going to reveal ourselves, let’s not hold anything back,” said Ueyei’s hologram.

      “Agreed, Captain,” said Hilemei.

      “May the gods’ light watch over you.” Ueyei’s hologram vanished.

      “May the gods’ light watch over us,” chanted Hilemei. The rest of the three repeated in unison.

      The floor over which the transport floated opened, revealing what was under the ship—the blue planet. White blinding light from the engine of the transport flared up as the transport began its descent and exited the ship into the vacuum of space. Once all was clear, its main engines on the back fired, launching the ship toward the planet.

      The four watched out the main window of the transport as the blackness of space slowly transformed into blue skies. Those blue skies became populated with white clouds as the transport swam through them. Gengei asked Odelea if they were still heading in the right direction, and she nodded as she recognized the eastern coast of the large landmass below them.

       

      Chaos passed forth as security detail on the White House lawn guided their weapons in the air. There was an unidentified aircraft heading directly toward them. Word traveled fast to the team below that something from space had showed up and launched an object directly at them. Was it a weapon? A ship? A big joke from NASA? Nobody knew, but nobody was taking chances. The US president was already being evacuated to a bunker underground.

      People in the streets were ordered to get away. Many dispersed with haste as they saw the speed at which the dark yellow object came at them. Some stuck around to take pictures and record video on cell phones—media reps would pay good money for stuff like this. The object slowed its speed and hovered over the White House lawn. It was an alien spacecraft of some sort, no doubt. Dressed in black combat gear, White House guards surrounded it, pointing their P90 rifles forward and slowly walking closer to it as it landed and the glow from its engines vanished.

      Gengei took notice of the black-clad humans aiming their projectile weapons at the transport. “They want to fight?” he asked rhetorically.

      “They are taking extra precautions,” said Odelea. “Remember, this is a species with a long history of committing sneak attacks on their own kind.”

      The four removed their seat belts. The gravity on this world was different from what they were used to on other planets. Only Odelea and Xyniea had stepped foot on this world previously. Xyniea reached to the overhead storage racks above, grabbing her magnetic rifle.

      It was standard-issue weaponry for all Radiance Union soldiers like herself. It had a long gray barrel with a scanner on the front and a holographic projector on top. It operated by using a magnetic field to send a projectile out from the barrel at incredible speeds. Its ammo was literally a slab of metal placed into the rifle. Nano machines cut away at pieces of the metal, molding it into the desired shape of the bullet.

      Armor piecing rounds? No problem. This rifle could instantly make and fire one as the trigger was pulled. Smaller rounds could be made to reduce the amount of material used for ammo. This was effective for situations in which ammo needed to be conserved—even harpoon-like rounds could be made. At the front was its battle scanner, which not only relayed tactical information to the user but also determined what type of rounds should be used on a target. One could shoot a heavily armored target with piecing rounds and then turn to shoot an unprotected target with normal non piecing shots. The computer scanned the target and selected the right round for the job; it also took into account gravity and weather conditions. One could also disable that feature and use whatever he or she wanted.

      Xyniea’s finger flicked a button on the side of the rifle, and a short humming noise emitted.

      “We should take extra precautions as well, then,” Xyniea said with a smile.

      Gengei walked over to the same compartment, arming himself with a rifle. “Agreed.”

      “Very well then,” Hilemei said. “Commander, you and the ranger take point. Scholar Odelea and I will follow behind.” He then looked at Odelea. “If things are safe, you will be the one stepping forward.”

      Odelea nodded, trying to hide her nervousness. The four got up and stood next to the left exit. Gengei and Xyniea were upfront, armed with their rifles, Hilemei and Odelea behind. Gengei reached out to interact with the terminal nearby, and the doors swung upward to open, Odelea saw green grass and dozens of humans pointing weapons at them. A few of the humans developed spooked looks on their faces at the sight of them as they slowly stepped out. No shots were fired—good start. The four continued forward, fully revealing their extraterrestrial appearances to them. The humans held their ground.

      Hilemei placed his hand on Odelea’s shoulder and whispered, “Your turn.”

      With anxiety in her step, she walked forward in between Gengei and Xyniea, folded her hands, and placed them on her belly. She took a deep breath and then spoke to the humans in their language.

      “Ravi de vous rencontrer.” She quickly covered her mouth with her hands. That was the wrong language for this region. She tried again. “Pleased to meet you.” English—how did she forget after talking about this with Gengei not long ago? Nerves must have been messing with her thoughts.

      One of the humans replied back. “The pleasure is mine.” He lowered his weapon. “Welcome to Earth.”

      “May we speak with your leaders?” Odelea asked. “We have important information to share.”

       

      Every news channel in the world was broadcasting the images coming from the White House followed by video taken by astronauts onboard the International Space Station of the alien ship in orbit. These were some of the headlines typically displayed: “We are not alone!” “First contact with extraterrestrial” “Exclusive footage of White House aliens” “UFO lands: wish to speak with leaders of the world.”
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* * *

      A burst of blue light had Jazz, Chidorli, and Phylarlie materialize in the Royal York hotel room where Jazz and Kroshka were staying. She was nowhere to be found. Jazz walked about the room, frantically searching for her. Her purse, too, was gone. She had left.

      “Fuck!” Jazz yelled at the top of his lungs.

      His cell phone beeped. Now that he was finally back on Earth, he was able to get a clear phone signal. His hands interacted with the phone’s touch screen to discover several text messages had been sent to him during the time he was up in space.

      
        
        
        Paul, July 26, 5:36p.m.: Bro that fight at the mall? Was that you?

        Paul, July 26, 5:37p.m.: Cause the 5–0 is going nuts looking for you, it’s on the news and everything talk to them if you didn’t do it

        Alisha, July 26, 8:57p.m.: You’re in the news yet again, this time they have pictures of you. When are you going to stop this?

        Aunt Anathia, July 27, 12:32p.m.: UFO on white house lawn, oh lord have mercy

        Aunt Anathia, July 27 12:33p.m.: Stay safe Jake I got a bad feeling about this

        Destiny, July 27, 12:36p.m.: omg check the news, aliens at the white house wtf

      

        

      

      The last messages made him forget the first ones. What the fuck? Indeed, he thought.
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* * *

      Chris and Keys stood in a dark room, looking at their newly acquired prisoner from Afghanistan via a two-way mirror in an interrogation room. The man they had captured sat in a chair with little emotion on his face. Word about the events in Washington had made its way to this underground base in Nevada.

      “So you remember that time you said he’s just a Marilyn Manson freak, not an alien?” Chris said to Keys. “And that he shouldn’t be brought to this black site?”

      Keys took a longer look at their prisoner’s platinum-blond hair, red eyes that glowed in the dark, and the slots on his fingers—which had claws pop out at one point when they were using advanced interrogation techniques on him. “Holy fuck” was all Keys had to say.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 6

        

      

    

    
      Ten years ago…

      Noylarlie stood in the solarium of her suite in the palace’s main tower. She gazed at the setting sun, the only place in the city from where it could be seen right now. The suite was located on a level high above the clouds. The forecast called for freezing rain. The sun appeared as a giant dark-red orb in the sky, giving the surrounding upper world a crimson look and the clouds below a deep pink.

      She had spent the last seven months adjusting to the sudden change in her life. The suite was a massive step up from the quarters back at the psionic facility, and her assignment to keep people of certain groups in line was even better.

      At the end of the suite was her bedroom, and in it was a beautifully decorated bed with a large canopy. Next to the bed was a bathing area—a small pool with a waterfall-style fountain pouring fresh cold water into it. A living room was located in the center, featuring a round table and four large soft chairs. The entrance to the solarium was on one end of the living room, and the exit to the suite was on the opposite end.

      As nice as the view was, she felt time slipping away—she would have dinner with the royal family soon. She left the solarium and entered the living room, motion sensors detecting her entrance. Soft dim lights slowly came on, reflecting light off her exquisite vermilion gown. The shoulders, sleeves, and back of the gown were black and see-through. Revealing, it wasn’t a typical outfit most cyber augmented psionics wore, but that was OK as she was not heading out to the field.

      The servants assigned to her did an excellent job fixing her long black hair—it was nicely parted, with some covering the left side of her face. Her makeup was also taken care of, while other servants cleaned up her suite. Nice to be on the receiving end of a servant’s duty for once. The door chimed to her suite; her escort to the dining hall had arrived.

      The dining hall was located a few floors above, directly in the middle of the palace, and as such had no windows. A single light from the ceiling shone down on the square dining table and chairs, which were centered in the room, so nothing else outside of that could be seen. The rest of the room was completely dark—this was where servants, who waited to be summoned, stood with carts full of prepared meats and drinks.

      If meals, drinks, or plate removal was needed, they stepped out of the darkness and toward the table to do what was required and then stealthily stepped back into the darkness.

      Empress Y’lin sat at one end of the table, wearing the same outfit she had worn when Noylarlie first encountered her. The chair Y’lin sat on was large, made of fur, and covered in glowing orange gems. The chair next to her was of a similar design, meant for the emperor no doubt—too bad he was dead. Many years ago the royal family visited a Hashmedai colony that suffered a surprise attack by a Radiance orbital bombardment. The emperor never made it out alive.

      On the side of the table next to Y’lin sat her eldest child, Prince Akeia. Noylarlie’s eyes took notice of his slim but fit figure. He wore a dark-blue shirt and slacks, the shirt not fully buttoned up, revealing his chest and pale skin. His platinum-blond hair was cut short and faded at the sides. Opposite him sat his younger sister, Princess Kroshka. She wore a gray skirt, sheer blouse, and a pendant that matched Y’lin’s, with a gem that had a glowing sphere within its center. The same orange gems in Y’lin’s chair were present in the barrettes that adorned Kroshka’s long hair.

      Noylarlie took a seat at the end of the table opposite Y’lin, sitting between two older military men in dress uniform. One looked familiar to Noylarlie. She stared a few seconds longer before turning her attention to Y’lin, who now spoke. “Thank you for joining us today, Archmage.” Y’lin took a sip of her gray sparkling wine before continuing. “This is Captain Jerut Whitestar of the forty-fifth fleet.”

      The familiar man to Noylarlie’s left turned to her and smiled. Now I remember—you were always visiting the academy.

      “And to the right of you is Vice Admiral Himton Strongfist also from the forty-fifth,” Y’lin said. “And up here, we have my two stunning children whom you may have met already, Kroshka and Akeia.”

      Y’lin’s two offspring waved at Noylarlie. She nodded, keeping her bedroom eyes on Akeia for a brief moment. “Settling in nicely I assume?” said Akeia.

      “Yes, the servants do their job well,” said Noylarlie.

      “Naturally,” Y’lin said, clapping her hands.

      Servants emerged from the pitch-black edges of the room, appetizers in hand. They presented to each guest at the table three skewers with lightly seared meat sitting in a pool of yellow liquid on the plate.

      “Total devotion and obedience,” Y’lin said. “It’s all I require of them.”

      “It’s Gah-aij, quickly seared with Gah-aij egg-yolk sauce,” Akeia explained as the servants vanished from sight into the dark corners of the room. “It’s quite hard to find this, as Gah-aij only flock on Talsyk, the Rabuabin home world.”

      “We haven’t had ships deployed that far into Radiance Union space for years,” Himton said. “The hunter who brought that back must have had a death wish.”

      Y’lin ate a piece of the meat before speaking. “As I said, Admiral, total devotion and obedience.”

      Himton smiled and said, “Speaking of which, we will get just that out of ‘them’ as well.”

      The six consumed the meal, tearing the flesh away with their sharp fangs. Noylarlie particularly enjoyed the sweet thick sauce that accompanied this dish, which paired nicely with the tangy taste of her wine.

      “Kejnora wine,” Kroshka interjected. “It takes about ten solar years to ferment, well worth the wait.”

      A team of servants stepped forward to clear the table and refill drinks. The servant removing Kroshka’s plate lost his grip, causing the plate to spiral toward the floor…but it didn’t hit the floor. Kroshka held her hand just above the plate, causing it to hover for a moment before raising it back up into the hands of the servant.

      The royal family are psionics who didn’t have to attend the training facilities—how convenient for them. Noylarlie glared at Kroshka during her display of power. Noylarlie noticed she did not have any cybernetic implants, and neither did Akeia…nor Y’lin for that matter. The servants all retreated back. Kroshka’s servant’s face grew incredibly pale as Y’lin directed her glowing orange eyes at him.

      Noylarlie took another sip of her drink and then asked, “So who exactly is ‘them’?”

      “Well,” Himton replied, “it’s classified right now.”

      “A species known as humans,” Y’lin cut in, again clapping her hands.

      There was silence for a moment as the servants brought out the main course—Vauni steak cooked rare.

      “My favorite dish—it has been awhile since we had this mother,” said Kroshka.

      They all ate, savoring the red, juicy, perfectly seasoned meat.

      “By all means,” said Noylarlie, “please tell me more about these humans.”

      “They live on a world that exists in an unexplored region of space between the Radiance Union and Hashmadei Empire,” said Y’lin. “A Linl star system close to it discovered them many years ago and started to study them.”

      “I thought the Radiance always jumped at the chance to upraise an intelligent race,” Noylarlie said.

      “They are far from intelligent,” said Jerut. “When our explorers discovered them, they had just launched two nuclear weapons at their own kind.”

      Noylarlie said, “Primitive species with nuclear power sounds quite intelligent to me.”

      Y’lin continued after finishing another piece of her steak. “We declared them a threat after seeing how fast they continued to develop their arsenal and aim it at their own. The Radiance did the same. However, they continued to study them while we ended all studies.”

      Himton weighed in with his knowledge on the subject. “Findings from Radiance research found their way to us via our agents within their worlds and were leaked on the knowledge network. We have reason to believe it’s only a matter of time before they change their stance and uplift the human race, making them the sixth member of the Radiance Union.” Himton continued on. “So I came up with a plan that could make humanity, as her majesty put it…give us their total devotion and obedience.”

      “Effectively cutting them off from the Radiance Union,” added Y’lin.

      Not much was said afterward—food needed to be finished after all. The servants came back to clear the table again, but the one who had been attending to Kroshka was nowhere to be seen. Must be getting the beating of his life, Noylarlie concluded.

      Akeia turned to Noylarlie and asked, “Care to know what the plan is?”

      “You got me this far, might as well,” Noylarlie said.

      “Kroshka and I will travel to their world, posing as one of their kind. Humans have a lot of sickness and injuries they cannot heal with their level of medical science,” he explained.

      “The sick will get better, the injured will be mended, and the elderly will live longer and become strong and youthful as they once were,” Kroshka said with a smile and closed eyes. “It will be a truly wonderful age for them. They will worship us.”

      “Then we reveal that we are Hashmedai and offer those who are loyal a place in the empire and the ability to travel to the stars,” Akeia finished.

      “This happens after the recon team checks everything out, of course,” Y’lin added. “It’s a risky situation, sending you two there when Radiance have easy access to that world.”

      “And it’s the only way to do it,” Jerut said. "Humans will become more attached when they discover a prince and princess from across the stars came to help them. They won’t be if they discover we sent a fake prince and princess. Humans are cunning. They will find out.”

      Noylarlie sat back in her chair, trying to process all that was just said. So many things could go wrong with this plan, but the empress was clearly on board with it. Presumably, Noylarlie figured, they had an exit plan if things went sideways, since the two siblings were the only heirs to the throne, due to the Radiance and their sneak attacks.

      Dessert was brought out, featuring a piece of protein on crushed ice with sugar sprinkled around it.

      “Tuli liver from Taxah—now this is a treat,” said Akeia.

      “I’m from Taxah,” said Noylarlie.

      “I know.” Akeia looked at her and grinned. “That’s why I chose it. I hope you enjoy it. A little taste from home.” As they all ate their sweet dish, Akeia added, “I admit, I have never traveled to Taxah.”

      “Maybe one day I will show it to you,” Noylarlie said, smiling back at him.

       

      Several hours had passed since dinner, and everyone except Noylarlie and Akeia had left the dining area. The two remained to share a bottle of Kejnora wine. Intoxication was taking over as the two laughed and spoke loudly. Walking back to their suites would have taken a great extent longer than it should, so Akeia summoned for an escort.

      As they waited, they passed the time with some flirting, more laughter, and random touching of each other. Akeia sat in his chair while Noylarlie stood and ran her fingers down his exposed chest. He took a long glance at her chest, which was now in his face. His hand reached up to stroke her hair, only to be interrupted by the sound of someone else clearing her throat. The sound caused Noylarlie to back off and fall backward.

      Akeia laughed and then looked behind him to see who was there—probably the escort he had called for. It was a guardian in full heavy combat armor, with creamy skin and dark-purple hair tied back.

      “Onatiasha!” he yelled in a drunken manner. “Thanks for…uh, coming!” His sights returned to Noylarlie, who was struggling to get to her feet. Her laughter prevented it from going smoothly. “Yeah, she fell and stuff—you scared her good! That’s why you’re my personal guardian! You spooked an Archmage!”

      Noylarlie took notice of Onatiasha’s plasma sword holstered to her side and kinetic shield generator strapped to her arm. She then said something completely unrelated. “Hey, is she your mate? Are you two copulating?”

      “No!”Akeia yelled.

      “Good!” shouted Noylarlie. “Not that it matters if she is!”

      Onatiasha rolled her eyes and said, “Let’s go, milord. I will escort you two back to your suites.”

       

      The sliding doors to Noylarlie’s suite opened, and she and Akeia entered by falling over and rolling on the floor for a bit as the doors shut. Akeia had requested to be left here for the rest of the night, and Onatiasha was glad to follow this order. His suite was several floors up, so the thought of taking his drunkenness up all that way made her cringe.

      The duo lay on the floor for a few minutes before mustering the strength to move again. Noylarlie eventually got up but remained sitting on the floor. She felt the cold yet firm hands of Akeia stroke her hair.

      “I think this is where we left off.” She smiled and rolled her body on top of his.

      “I don’t think we got to this part, however!” he said, fixing his glowing red eyes on hers.

      “Who cares? You know what I want.”

      “More wine?”

      “Shut up!”

      Her tongue extended out, licking the side of his neck, while her cybernetic fingers passed through his hair and caressed the side of his head. He moaned for a bit before sliding his hands around her waist. Her body trembled with excitement, as she ground herself on his crotch. He continued to embrace her waist as she slowly glided her hands across his chest. So strong, so fit.

      “I need this,” she said softly.

      He removed his shoes. “Bed is over there, yeah?”

      “I said, shut up!” Noylarlie yelled, striping his top off. He was right though—the floor wasn’t very comfortable to lie on.

      Moments later she pushed his shirtless body onto the bed. He landed chest first, perfect for her. She leaped onto his back, lowering her mouth and tongue to continue her licking play. Her tongue traversed down the back of his neck, slowly moving toward his shoulders and then his whole back. She spun his body over and without hesitation ripped off his slacks, tossing them far back into the pool behind them.

      Their tongues engaged in a passionate dance together in their mouths, while her hand wrapped around his hard shaft, moving it up and down in rapid motion. Her gown and shoes were still on, so she kicked off the footwear and peeled off the gown. Her cybernetic-augmented body hovered above him briefly before resuming her hand play.

      She continued moving her hand along his shaft, stopping only to replace her hand with her tongue to continue the act of making it dripping wet—and to think he hadn’t even gotten inside her yet. Her hands went back to work, relieving her tongue, which now crossed his muscular chest. Her grip around his hardness tightened and the speed increased while her tongue returned to its previous dance partner. She pressed her breasts against his damp chest. Shortly afterward he let out a loud roar while his body twitched thanks to the aid of her pleasing hand.

      “How many can you do?” she asked.

      “Two or three,” he said, gasping for a little bit of air.

      Hashmedai males, like all male life forms from this world, had an evolutionary history of seeking out and impregnating multiple females at the same time. Most life forms on Paryo were carnivores, and as such every living thing had a high chance of being eaten by another creature, so spreading seed to as many partners as possible was the evolutionary key.

      Being able to release several times in one session was quite common, despite one-on-one encounters becoming the norm as their civilization advanced and moved out into space. The more a man could release, the more masculine he was considered in the eyes of a woman, and he quickly became a good catch from her perspective.

      Noylarlie got on top and rode him, keeping him lubricated with her wetness. His hands slid along her waist as she moved up and down on him. Moving her hips from side to side, she closed her eyes. Moments later she briefly stopped riding as her whole body trembled. She resumed moving up and down, feeling his firm hands holding on hard to bouncing breasts and then later the warmth of his second seed release entering her body. The roar that bellowed out from his mouth was louder than before. She kept riding him and then grabbed his left index finger, forcing it in her mouth to gently lick it.
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* * *

      The next morning Noylarlie struggled to make her way to the palace’s docking bay; the drinking and all-nighter of fun had her slightly disorientated. Jerut had summoned her there a short while ago, and at the most inconvenient time as she and Akeia were about to have a morning romp when the transmission came in. She scratched the top of her right shoulder, which was itchy from injecting herself with anti-pregnancy chems. As much as the royals needed future heirs, she had no plans to be the one to provide them.

      She wore a sleeveless black-and-red crop top with a matching skirt and black high boots—psionic wear. She had a feeling she was going to be leaving the planet soon.

      She was right.

      Jerut stood next to a transport ship with its engines fired up ready for takeoff. They were missing only Noylarlie. She entered the docking bay, and Jerut waved his hand in a “hurry up and board the ship” motion. She entered, and the doors to the transport closed up as it took off into the dusky sky.

      The two adjusted their seat belts shortly before the lone pilot navigated the transport into the vacuum of space. She felt her hair become light and drift directionless.

      “I’m sorry for the short notice, Archmage,” said Jerut. “We got word of important information, which you might be interested in as well.”

      “Such as?” she said. His arm conjured a holographic image of an old friend, Whigli. Her eyes opened wide at the unexpected sight.

      “I believe you two knew each other,” Jerut said.

      “Yeah, we did.”

      “Abraxin had him shipped to a space bridge even though he was deemed too good for it.” Jerut’s head turned toward the cockpit’s window. They were getting closer to the space bridge in orbit. “The plan was for Whigli to become a combat psionic, and he was to be placed in my command. Abraxin betrayed me, so I had his crimes within the facility revealed to the—”

      “So you knew this whole time what he was doing?” The rage in her voice caused Jerut to flinch backward.

      “Yes, he’s not the only one to do that,” explained Jerut. “A great many of the staff there, both male and female, make playthings of their pupils.”

      Anger drove Noylarlie’s fist into the wall. All those years of abuse, and he knew and didn’t say anything until he didn’t get what he wanted in the end. Her fist impacted the wall three more times after she processed that thought. “Why didn’t you just put an end to it when you first knew?” she asked in a raised voice.

      “I’m not here to talk about the past but the present, and at the present Whigli is being held there.” He loaded a new holographic imagine of a space bridge in orbit around a green gas giant. “We’re heading there now, and you’re going to convince the administrators there to release him.”

      “Just like that?”

      “You are an Archmage. You can do what you want if they deny your request.” The hologram vanished. “Kill them and take him anyway.”

      “I’ll be going in alone, I assume?”

      “I have a ship just outside the bridge. I can have some troops come with you, but you will be in a zero-g environment. Swords aren’t very good under those conditions.”

      “I take it you don’t have any rifle personnel?”

      “Not on board, no. Our military specializes in close-quarters combat, not cowardly range attacks like the Radiance Union.”

      She gave him a dejected stare and said, "Psionic combat isn’t close quarters.”

      “Of course, psionics is a totally different situation!” Jerut concluded.

      The transport came to a stop outside the Paryo space bridge. After a few minutes, the pilot got the all-clear from the bridge staff to use it. The transport flew to the middle of the ring-shaped station, and seconds later blinding blue light consumed the transport and vanished.

      Since the transport was small, it took only a few hours for it to reappear at their destination, which was outside a space bridge in orbit around Hayin, the green gas giant Noylarlie saw in the hologram. The planet was located at the edge of the system, orbiting a white dwarf star. On the opposite of the planet was a medium-size Hashmedai destroyer class warship waiting for the transport ship to dock after it finished its mission.

      The transport’s pilot spoke. “The bridge is receiving us now. Your orders, sir?”

      Jerut turned his head to Noylarlie. “Well, Archmage, this is now your operation. Do this right, and your friend will be free from a life he wasn’t supposed to be a part of.”

      My operation now? Perfect way to cast blame on someone else if things go sideways. Noylarlie removed her seat belt, allowing her weightless body to float free.

      “Put me through,” she requested, and a holographic projection of a man with orange-yellow eyes appeared before her. He was an older man, who had clearly been at this location far too long as he looked directly at Noylarlie like he’d never seen a woman before.

      “I am Archmage Noylarlie Atonement. I am coming aboard to dock and talk about the release of a psionic you have.”

      “You can board, but I must remind you we need all psionics on board for this bridge to remain operational,” said the man in the hologram.

      “I am not interested in how your bridge works. Just let me aboard, and we can talk more about my demands,” Noylarlie retorted.

      “Of course, Archmage. Docking port eight is opening for you now.” The hologram vanished.

      “Should be easy from here if he’s letting you aboard. Only a fool would try to fight an Archmage anyway,” said Jerut.

      Noylarlie stayed silent, still filled with rage after her recent discovery and now having to deal with this questionable operation, which now had her name stamped on it. But at the same time she couldn’t bring herself to turn it down. She felt somewhat responsible for Whigli being here in the first place. After all she was the one that bedded him that night in attempt to keep him motivated and happy. A nice sensual thrusting always made men happier in the long run; at least it always did for Lord Hasiv and a few of his associates. In any case, Whigli being inside of Noylarlie got him placed inside of a space bridge by a jealous Abraxin as punishment. Punishment he didn’t deserve, Whigli should be serving on board a ship like Chidorli.

      The transport latched onto the airlock located at the side of the space bridge. A holographic display next to the exit displayed the status of the airlock, showing it was pressurized. It vanished from view as the doors lifted open, Noylarlie saw a small hallway with a sliding door at the end that led into the interior of the space bridge. She pushed her body through the airlock, turning her head back to see where Jerut stood. He was still on the transport, the coward. She glided her fingers across a nearby terminal and the doors slid open, giving her access to the main corridor.

      The corridor was long and dark, red lights on the walls providing the only source of lighting. Three men floating in the weightless environment made their way to Noylarlie as she emerged from the airlock. She recognized one as the administrator to whom she had just spoken. The trio wore uniforms similar to those in the military, all armed with plasma rifles. Good chance everyone here is armed. Jerut should consider having a few of them transferred to his command.

      “Welcome, Archmage. I am Administrator Yix,” he said with open arms. “So I am to understand you require one of my psionics?”

      “Yes, let’s make this quick and easy for everyone, OK?” Noylarlie said.

      “As you wish,” said Yix. “Follow me.” He spun in the opposite direction and made his way down the corridor. The two men with him followed suit with Noylarlie trailing behind.

      “May I ask why you need to take one of our team members?” Yix asked later.

      “It’s classified.” She smirked. It felt good to be the one with power in a conversation.

      “I ask because, as I said earlier, the removal of a psi will leave us unable to do our jobs here.”

      “How many psionics do you have right now?” she asked.

      “Twenty,” he replied.

      “You can operate at nineteen—not very effectively, but it will work until you get a replacement.” Not that she had any knowledge of new psionics coming out to space bridge duty.

      They continued floating through the corridor, passing nearby elevators that led to the main command center up top and maintenance shafts below. A large sliding door revealed itself from the darkness at the end of the corridor.

      “This leads to the cryo stasis chambers where our psi team is resting,” Yix said.

      “The psionic I’m looking for goes by the name Whigli.” She approached the face of the door.

      “The newest one, and the strongest of our group here,” said Yix. His fingers dashed across the door control panel.

      The doors opened, giving them access to a room with cargo containers chained to the ground—not a cryo pod in sight. Two armed men from inside the room leaped up from their hiding spot behind the containers, aiming their rifles forward. Noylarlie suspected one of two things—she had walked into a mutiny in progress, or they had a problem specifically with her. The humming sound of two plasma rifles powering up was heard behind her. They have a problem with me.

      “I’m sorry, Archmage. I waited years for the empire to send new recruits so the older Psis here can retire from this place and live a normal life.”

      “Nothing’s ever easy,” she mumbled to herself.

      “Whigli is powerful, however. We could run this place with seventeen with him here.” Yix’s withered hand clutched her left shoulder. “And eight or less if you joined us.”

      “You know there’s a destroyer in orbit that would disapprove of this,” she retorted.

      “There’s no habitable planets in this system—just miners and explorers. They won’t shoot this place down, as the next space bridge will take them decades to reach,” said Yix.

      “Cute, you have us all figured out.”

      Yix continued. “Jerut won’t send his forces in. There’s a reason only you came. This I know for a fact.”

      This has to be a joke, she thought. She was an Archmage after all. People were supposed to fear her presence, not laugh, point guns at her, and order her to space bridge duty.

      Yix nodded to the two men in front of her. “Take her away,” he ordered.

      Unbelievable. But sure enough, one of the two reached his hand out to grab her. It stopped just inches before her arm as his fingers were being bent backward in the direction they weren’t supposed to go—Noylarlie’s psionic power was at work. The man screamed before being launched backward with a telekinetic push. His back collided with the edge of one of the containers in the room, shattering his spinal cord and sending his body spiraling in zero gravity along with his rifle. A blue aura surrounded Noylarlie afterward, and she conjured a protective force field around her as she figured the next move for them would be to start shooting. She was right.

      Three bursts of bright green light came at her from the remaining gunmen. Each shot was absorbed by her force field, creating a dazzling display of green and blue splashes of bright light. She remained floating with no harm to her body, her cybernetic implants glowing as the force field continued to block balls of hot plasma.

      The rifle from the now-paralyzed rifleman was adrift. Noylarlie glared at it for a few seconds, commanding it to do her bidding. It came to a full stop and aimed itself at the last rifleman in front of her, firing two shots to the back of his head, leaving a smoking stump on the top of his neck.

      Now she had to deal with the three behind her. They became two as Yix turned to flee down the corridor into one of the elevators they had passed earlier. The two other riflemen fell back, now realizing her force field wasn’t going to shatter after a barrage of repeated shots—unlike most psionics.

      She closed her eyes to focus, extending both arms out. One arm pointed at the rifleman on the left, and the other at the one on the right. Seconds later her implants glowed orange, and a brilliant flash of light radiated from her arms, launching a ball of white fire from each hand, hitting the two men square in the chest. Their bodies soared backward toward the airlock. By the time they hit the wall at the end, only a burning pair of legs and ash remained spinning about. Her gaze switched focus to the elevator off to the side after grinning at the aftermath of her sorcery.

       

      The command center of the space bridge was quite wide. It consisted of two sections. A lower level was littered with computer terminals displaying information regarding the space bridge network. Above those terminals was a massive window with the blackness of space and the green gas giant in the distance. The upper level was a large balcony-like structure attached to the back wall. Up there computer systems were dedicated to the status of the space bridge and its psionic crew. Just below this upper deck was the entrance to the elevator and behind it a very upset Archmage.

      The doors swung open as Noylarlie floated forward…into two plasma swords from both sides of the entrance, hammering against her impermeable psionic force field. Waves of blue energy splashed around the area of the field they hit. Her reflexes guided her sight to the left and right. There were two warriors clearly waiting to ambush her. They weren’t making any progress, but they continued to push as if they could slowly slice through her protection.

      She turned her head to the adversary on the left, looked at him for a few seconds through the blue waves of light before her, and smiled. “Kill yourself,” she said.

      His arms pulled the sword away, and his hands trembled with terror. He was no longer in control of his actions. His hands guided his own blade through his belly, spewing out orbs of blood from the exit wound. His screams of pain were music to her ears but only for a brief moment. Her glowing orange hand rose up to the front of his neck. “You scream too much,” she said and then incinerated his neck with a small white fireball.

      More blood flooded into the weightless nightmare. The last warrior yanked his blade back in an attempt to slash again. She yanked his arm off instead, just by thinking about it. Her mind commanded the severed arm to wave hello in front of his face before making it gouge out his eyes, creating a tunnel to his brain. Leaning her head forward, she wondered what else she could do to add to his suffering. Oh yes, the claws on the hand of the severed arm weren’t deployed. They were now, digging farther into his brain. Much better, she thought with a delightful smile.

      Yix stood at the end of the center, and Noylarlie focused her attention on him. She saw fear in his eyes as well as the crews’ as they looked on at the carnage. She felt control, pleasure, and stress release—she was an unstable killing machine. A blue light briefly appeared below her, her body was weightless no more as a personnel psionic gravity field materialized below her. She stepped forward toward Yix, her hand forward. She snapped her fingers, and his spine snapped at the same time.

      “Please, please, I made a mistake,” he begged.

      She stopped in front of his floating body. Only his arms and neck could move. Despite this, his body moved up a few meters in the air via her psionic grip. “I asked you for something,” she said.

      “Yes, Whigli—take him!” he cried.

      She turned around to address the rest of the crew, who watched from the upper deck. “To reiterate, I am Archmage Noylarlie Atonement!” Her voice was full of anger. “If I want something from you, you will give it to me.” Her mind commanded the sword from the eye-gouged warrior to float toward her. It stopped just before her, and then its blade tilted upward to the ceiling. “If you anger me, disobey me, fight me, or support people who do any of the above, I will take your fucking life away.” Yix’s screaming body now hovered above her.

      Yix’s legs spread apart, and he was slowly lowered and skewered on the sword in front of her. His screams flooded the entire command center, carrying the sound of gurgling blood as the blade passed up through his throat. The edge poked out the top of his head, and there was no more screaming after that. She levitated his body to the top of the ceiling, leaving behind a trail of floating orbs of blood while the surviving crew gave Noylarlie their devotion and obedience.

       

      The entrance to the transport swung open, enabling Noylarlie to finish her trek through the airlock with a new guest. She floated in, carrying Whigli’s weightless body. He was motionless but alive, most likely due to exhaustion from participating in sending a ship through the last time the bridge was used. After crossing through into the transport, she let go of him and allowed zero gravity to do its thing. As the doors closed, Jerut got up from his seat and approached her with a glowing smile. She gave him a smile back, a fake one, followed by a sucker punch to the face, sending him flying backward.

      The pilot turned his head, having heard the punch, and shouted, “Sir!”

      Noylarlie’s hand was aimed right at the pilot, and the cybernetics on her arms glowed. The pilot fell in line and did nothing more.

      “Stand down. Both of you!” ordered Jerut.

      “You knew. You sent me in there knowing they would attack!” she yelled.

      Jerut looked at her. She was still aiming her psionic-charged arm at the pilot. “Noylarlie, if you fire and miss, you’ll blow us all into space.”

      She hesitated for a moment. Yes, he was right. But at the same time, lowering her arm wound gave him the satisfaction of being in control. Fuck that. Her arm switched positions, taking aim at him. “Any other secrets I should be aware of, Jerut?”

      “Yes, I admit we provoked him when Whigli was discovered to be here. And, yes, it was our intention for you to go in alone.” He got up from where he had fallen back. “Anyone can claim to be an Archmage out here in deep space, but only a real one will have a reputation to back it up. You now have one, which extends beyond Paryo.” Whigli’s resting body had been adrift too long. Jerut grabbed and lowered him to a nearby seat, placing a seat belt on him. “Yix was also…an issue to my associates. I wanted him dealt with,” he added and then signaled to the petrified pilot to dismount and leave as she lowered her glowing arm.

       

      Whigli was in the infirmary for observation and to rest upon the transport’s arrival to the destroyer. Noylarlie and Jerut floated about at the back section of the infirmary, waiting for Whigli to be in a position to speak. She was curious to catch up with him. As much as she hated to admit it, he was currently the closest thing she had to a friend. Yeah, there was Chidorli, but what were the chances the two would cross paths again in the vastness of deep space? Jerut wanted to have a few words with Whigli as well, though his intentions weren’t clear. The last few hours had proven to her that Jerut wasn’t just some ship captain but something much more. The two hadn’t said a whole lot since they had boarded. She supposed now would be the best time to confront him before the destroyer journeyed across the space bridge.

      “You mentioned associates earlier,” she said.

      Another one of his mysteries. He didn’t exactly go into detail. “Indeed, I did.”

      She crossed her arms. “Care to explain who they are?”

      “Well—”

      “Stop, if you’re going to say ‘classified.’ I want to know everything. Archmages should be in the loop if they are to be the will of the empress.”

      “Can’t say much,” he said. “Our current setting isn’t a good place to talk about this.” Fair point—random doctors could hear, as flight recorders were located in every area of the ship. “But there’s a task that would greatly please my associates if you wish to know more about them.”

      “By all means, please continue.” She was intrigued.

      “The Morutrin system.” Her right eyebrow raised. “That’s all I can say for now,” said Jerut. Jerut received a transmission from the main bridge, a holographic display appearing and showing a bridge officer from the destroyer.

      “We are ready to head back to Paryo now, sir,” said the officer.

      “Excellent. How long will this take?” asked Jerut.

      The officer replied, “With the space bridge operating with one less psi, three months.”

      Noylarlie’s expression got bitter with the news of the travel time. “Figured as much,” said Jerut. “Take us through when ready.”

      The hologram vanished, ending the communication. “Three months?” Noylarlie said in a frustrating manner.

      “A flight through space would take us at least two hundred years,” Jerut explained.

      “The transport ship going through the space bridge would be faster, even with its limitations,” she said.

      “The reason that space bridge is allowing this ship to pass is because you’re onboard,” he said. “If I sent you back with the transport, this ship will be stuck here while we argue with the crew of that space bridge.”

      Looks like Akeia will have to spend the next three months commanding his female servants to pleasure him. She released a loud growl at the thought.
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      William Steward adjusted his necktie one last time, then turned toward the two individuals sitting on the middle couch of the White House’s Oval Office. “Let’s write a new chapter in human history.”

      “Are you sure about this, Mr. President?” Chief of Staff David Tanner also wore a black suit and tie.

      President Steward looked at him and paused for a moment, reflecting on the last day—aliens landing on the White House lawn, requesting to speak with him, while he sat back in an underground bunker, expecting the worst. That’s not a good first impression to show Earth’s new guests. The president’s advisers expressed great concern about allowing these aliens to speak with him face to face, reasoning that they could be carrying off-world diseases or have secret malicious intentions. The advisers’ concerns were noted, but the president figured if the aliens were here to fight, they could have done so easily from their mother ship in orbit. As for diseases? They had already stepped off their ship, so if they were contagious, it was too late. End of the day, he was the president of the United States, and he was ready to make history by inviting aliens into the Oval Office to chat. Yes, he was sure about this. “They have a message, and clearly ‘come in peace’ as the cliché goes,” he said.

      Mariana Salamanca, director of the United Nations Office for Outer Space Affairs, spoke next. “I think we can forgo a few rules in a situation like this.” She was jet-lagged from her flight from Europe to Washington.

      In the past, people had made jokes about the UNOOSA director representing Earth during an alien contact, and now it was actually happening.

      The three stood and watched the entrance to the Oval Office shortly after the go-ahead was given for their new guests to come in. When the door opened, four extraterrestrial guests walked in, and ready to begin historic talks. Hopefully the press conference later doesn’t give them the impression that humans are all noisy people who need to know what others are doing, the president thought.

      All four were in, and Steward gave the go-ahead to shut the door shut—this was to be a private meeting. The press would get their interviews and photo ops afterward. The three gazed forth, looking in shock at a lizard man with scales on the back of his neck, a younger woman with similar features, and another woman who looked like some kind of anamorphic fox with horns and humanoid features. Guess it’s safe to say they’re not all from the same world, surmised the president, so this could be very well humanity’s first contact with three different alien races. Three!

      Steward stepped forward, offering his hand to shake, but the three men just stared at his extended hand, puzzled expressions on their faces. The young lady with them seemed to be the only one who offered a hand. Handshakes are an Earth-only custom by the looks, the president thought.

      “It’s an honor to have all four of you here today,” he said. “I am William Steward, president of the United States of America.”Salamanca stepped forward, brushing back her short black hair. “This is Mariana Salamanca, director of the UNOOSA, and this gentleman here is my chief of staff, David Tanner.”

      The young woman spoke, the only one who could speak English…and French apparently. “My name is Ary Odelea.” She seemed very nervous, so the president smiled to show her there was nothing to be afraid of. Probably should have done that from the start. “This is General Ary Hilemei, Commander Mil Gengei, and…uh…Second Class Ranger Za Xyniea.” She pointed her trembling hand at each of them as she gave introductions.

      She paused for a moment and then placed her left hand on her right shoulder. “Your acquaintance is recognized.” The other three did the same, speaking in unison…but in a language the president didn’t understand.

      Steward mimicked their movement, understanding it as a customary gesture. “Well, er, your acquaintance is recognized, too,” he said.

      He offered them a seat on nearby couches. Odelea spoke to the other three aliens in their language before sliding down. The rest followed suit, all except the lizard man with four eyes. Mil she said his name was? Or was it Gengei? The humanlike lizard walked around the Oval Office, looking at the paintings on the walls, the carpeting, and the American flag next to Steward’s desk. Tanner, Steward, and Salamanca sat on the couch that faced their alien visitors.

      General Hilemei spoke to Odelea, who then interpreted for the three humans. “The general wishes to talk about our message.”The shaking in her hands had stopped—sitting down must have calmed her. “We understand this must be a glorious day for your people, but a threat lurks beyond the orbit of this world.” There was more interpreting between the two aliens. “We come from a galactic community of five races known as the Radiance Union. General Hilemei and I are Aryile, our race was the founders of the union.” She pointed to Gengei, who was examining a portrait of John F. Kennedy. “Gengei is a Javnis, the second race to join the union.” Odelea then motioned to Xyniea “And she is a Rabuabin, the third race. The last two races that make up the union are the Vorcambreum and the Linl.”

      Tanner and Steward nodded; Salamanca, however, had an ecstatic look on her face. She had a background in astrophysics, so this information meant without a doubt that life existed on many different worlds out there in the cosmos. “Amazing,” said Salamanca. “So you all united together to explore space?”

      “In a word, yes. The gods gave us great gifts and told us to share those with the rest of the galaxy,” said Odelea. Her facial expression changed to a more negative one as she thought about what to say next. “When the union consisted of only Aryile, Javnis, and Rabuabin, we encountered a species known as the Hashmedai.”

      “Demons,” grumbled Gengei.

      Steward looked at him, shocked at what had come out of his mouth. “What was that?” he asked.

      “Gengei is quickly learning your language,” said Odelea. “However, yes, his people view the Hashmedai as demons…and for good reason.” She continued translating. “The Hashmedai disrespected our customs, defiled our colonies when we asked if they were interested in joining the union. War broke out between us and them. When they attempted to enslave the Linl race, we couldn’t sit idle any longer. For centuries we have been at war. Thankfully our navy and army are much larger than theirs, as we are a union of five races. However, they seek to change this.” A worried look appeared on Steward’s face. He had a bad feeling about where this was going. “It would appear they plan to enslave your kind next, forcing you to become part of their empire, forcing you to fight us in a war that has nothing to do with your species.”

      Tanner released a massive sigh before speaking. “How much time do we have, and what can we do?”

      “Time is not on your side. A Hashmedai fleet lies not far from your world.” Odelea clasped her hands together before finishing with some good news. “We have a plan to help you, but it will take your whole species working together as one.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Nodevar’s and Lettielia’s invisible bodies stood atop a human high-rise structure overlooking the crowded city streets below. He moved his head in disagreement, even though they could not see each other in their cloaked states.

      “So that leaves us with—” Nodevar said.

      “We bring the female to Whigli,” said Lettielia, “or we obtain his data pad from the human law enforcers.”

      The sudden besting of Ure Hermaei, known as “Pierre” to the humans, put a damper on their plans. Hermaei was a tracker who recently discovered the locations of Kroshka and Akeia. His end caused humans to launch an investigation and confiscate his data pad and data crystals, which had lain next to his corpse. Humans wouldn’t know what to make of the Radiance data crystals or the pad’s data, which was written in the Radiance Union language. “Then we go with the woman,” Nodevar said.

      Hermaei had implanted a device in the head of the human female in question—something about an experiment to monitor her dreams. The details of the test were of no concern. However, the device was still linked to his data pad. A psionic could merge his or her mind with the implanted device and use it to gain access to his data pad as well as the knowledge of Akeia’s location.

      “If we infiltrate the law enforcers, we could obtain his data pad,” Lettielia explained.

      “We don’t know where they have it stored, and even if we did, we risk detection. I’d rather not have a large-scale fight. It’s just two of us after all.”

      “But it would be fun. Think of the carnage and terror as they see their friends dismembered via weapons from another world.”

      “Grabbing the female has minimal risks.”

      “Except for the fact you can’t use your disks.” She was right on that. Stun disks might overload the device, causing it to fail. Incineratary disks could burn and damage it. Kinetic disks could be used, but there was still the risk of the target’s head hitting something hard and causing damage. Daggers, stealth, and jump-porting were all the tools he’d reliably have access to.

      “I’ll be fine,” he said. “We just need her to not suffer any major head injuries. She doesn’t even need to be alive—we just need her head in one piece.”

      “Let’s play a game, Nodevar,” Lettielia said in a joyful voice. “You carry out your idea, and I’ll do mine.”

      “We don’t have time for this!” he retorted.

      “If I get to the objective first,” she continued, “you have to copulate with me…while I’m covered in the blood of humans.”

      Blue light carried her away as he fixed his eyes on a high-rise structure off in the distance. I’m going to request a new partner when I return home.
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* * *

      Chloe admired the new look of her living room wall, her nose twitching at the smell of a fresh coat of paint. Painting wasn’t originally part of her game plan for the day, but with Pierre acting like a typical man and not calling…besides, it took her mind off the eerie sights in the news. Aliens had landed. Her military leave was probably going to be cut short, as the whole country—the whole world—was on high alert.

      Her eyes opened wide at the sound of James Brown’s “I feel good” hollering from her phone—an incoming call. Her feet rushed over to the phone, her hands rushing even faster to grip onto it. Unknown name, unknown number. She sighed, guiding the phone back onto the table.

      The tone continued to play as she entered the kitchen to brew a fresh pot of coffee. The pacifying music came to an end, only to start back up again. Must be the same caller, she thought, slowly moving back toward her phone. Indeed it was. Fine, what do you want?

      She raised the device to her ear. “Hello?”

      “Chloe Vaughan, correct?” asked a strange male voice.

      “Yes,” she replied, “and you are?”

      “Listen, I have some important information for you. You need to follow my instructions carefully as of now.”

      “Right.”

      “Have the police visited you recently?”

      “No.” Three firm knocks echoed throughout her apartment from the front door. Her gaze peered through the small peephole on the door, revealing the presence of two men donning NYPD uniforms. “Actually there’s cops at the door now.”

      “Do not open it.”

      “You can’t be serious.” Her statement came to an abrupt end as the two cops fell to the ground, their bodies trembling violently. A lanky figure appeared from behind them—a man in a black suit with long black hair, blue skin…and red eyes. “Holy shit! OK, you’re serious.”

      “What’s happening?”

      Keeping her composure, Chloe said, “There’s a blue man in front of the door. He just took them out.”

      “You need to get out now. He’s after you.” Concern grew in the strange man’s voice.

      “Easier said than done. I’m in an apartment.” She peered through the peephole again. The blue man was armed with green glowing daggers and was lunging one toward the door. “What’s going on?” she said, instantly jumping back.

      “I’ll get to those details later. Right now I need you—”

      “Right now you need to fucking tell me what I’m dealing with!” Her eyes widened at the sight of the door’s lock glowing red as the edge of the blue man’s dagger poked through it. “He’s cutting through the door.”

      The man on the phone said a few things in a panicked voice. She didn’t catch any of it. Her phone was now on the floor as her hands gripped a pistol she had retrieved from her purse. She spun to face the door, aiming carefully as it the blue man booted it in. She waited for him to step forward…but nothing happened. A closer look at the forced open door revealed the two downed cops but no one else.

      A greenish hue suddenly reflected off the shiny wooden floor beneath her. Its source came from behind, and that source was extremely hot. Her feet shifted to the side, narrowly avoiding the green glow as she adjusted her aim. Blue light enveloped the intruder’s body seconds before the bullets from her pistol connected with it. He manifested physicality in an instant, and an unknown force pushed her body toward him and her pistol in the other direction.

      She tumbled onto the floor before resting at his feet. Perfect, she thought, leaping forward with a swift tackle. Blue light took him away again, this time reappearing a meter behind her. The extra distance didn’t help him.

      Her quick legwork brought her back to her feet, and her cunning handwork started a series of grapples that resulted in his daggers hitting the floor and then his face. Blue light carried him back toward the front door. She fixed her eyes on him as she kicked his weapons behind her, wondering what else was in his bag of tricks. She got her answer seconds later as he vanished into thin air without the aid of blue light. Plastic paint protection sheets on the floor ruffled as if someone were stepping across. So you can turn invisible? Neat. She firmly gripped an open bucket of paint. A tidal wave of white paint splashed forth, and a spatter of white hovered above, dripping down onto once-invisible legs. Gotcha!

      Chloe’s fingers rolled into a fist as she ran forward, slamming across his paint-drenched face. The two wrestled on the floor, Chloe quickly establishing dominance with a flurry of blows to his head followed by agonizing holds. She was surprised he didn’t teleport away during this assault or even put up much of a fight. Perhaps paint in his eyes disoriented him. His body turned limp as his invisibility wore off. One mind, any weapon.

      Now about that phone call that was unexpectedly put on hold. “Still with me?” Chloe inquired, wiping paint mixed with sweat from her forehead with her freehand.

      “Are you OK?” asked the strange man on the other end of the phone.

      “Yes, now what the fuck is going on?” Chloe demanded.

      “I’m almost to your location. Meet me in the parking garage.”
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* * *

      Nodevar’s sore and sticky body woke to the sound of Lettielia establishing communication with him via his ear implants. He arose, recounting the fight that had just transpired. He had underestimated her. Not being able to freely use disks didn’t help either—holding back was never in his nature.

      “What is it?” he asked Lettielia, slightly irritated.

      “I’m bathing in human blood, and I have the data pad with Akeia’s last known location.”

      He rolled his eyes and asked, “How many did you kill?”

      “Enough for them to send backup, which brings me to my next problem. I need assistance right away. My battery pack is low.”

      “Terrific—send me your location, and Whigli and I will be there.”

      “How did you fare?”

      His eyes gazed down at the white substance dripping off his body. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
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* * *

      “I’m here,” Chloe said, stepping into the parking garage, her phone still raised to her paint-splattered head. “Where are you?”

      “To your left.”

      Her sight fixed in on the given location. A man wearing a black hoodie emerged from a group of parked cars. His hands waved in the air, beckoning to her. They met up quickly as both their heads scanned the area back and forth.

      “You’re CIA, I take it?” she asked.

      “No,” he said, removing his top. “Something much more than that.”

      Underneath his hoodie was a body with green scales on the sides of its arms and light brown skin that matched his dark brown hair. Oh, and a series of strange mechanical devices were fixed into his chest and arms. He was clearly not from Earth—then again, neither was the guy in her apartment. The devices on his body began to glow blue as her face twitched with concern. “Ah, hell,” she said as the two vanished into a burst of blue light.

      Chloe felt her hair and paint-soaked clothes free-floating as the blinding light faded. The parking garage was no longer there, replaced by a strange and brightly lit room. She quickly looked down to investigate why she couldn’t feel the floor beneath her.

      “Oh my God,” she whispered after realizing her body was floating.

      “Welcome aboard.” Chloe's attention focused on the strange man who floated behind her, no doubt an Aryile—well, that’s what the news headlines had labeled them. “My name is Ary Stolanei.”

      Chloe's vision drifted away from him and into the void behind him—a window peering out into the blackness of space. She remained motionless for a few seconds while her brain processed what was going on, unfazed at the fact the heat in this room were about the same as the outdoor summer heat. Finally she spoke. “Why did you bring me here?”

      “We have to remove a device that’s been implanted in your head,” Stolanei explained. “A man posing as a human placed it there while you rested at his residence.”

      “Pierre?”

      “He is a Linl. Their race looks much like yours.” Stolanei hesitated, not sure whether to continue. “He’s a heretic—a rogue group that infiltrated our ship to head to your world, conducting tests we do not approve of.”

      Great, aliens who can look like us. She asked, “How many of these heretics are roaming around down there?”

      “Not many, thankfully,” he said. “We believe he and only one other acted together.”

      Chloe’s thoughts instantly focused on what Sarah had mentioned before her trip. “Sister,” she mumbled to herself, beginning to piece everything together.

      “What?”

      “My sister, Sarah—she’s friends with him and his sister,” Chloe revealed.

      Stolanei raised his hand to cover his mouth, clearly lost in thought before he finally replied. “She is the other we need to find. Do you know where she is?”

      “Sarah went on a trip to LA with the sister.”

      “Then your sister is in grave danger. We need to act quickly.”
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* * *

      Akeia’s eyes opened as two of his human captors entered the room. He had been locked up for a few days now. His platinum hair had blackened dusty parts to it—it hadn’t been maintained in a while. His beard hadn’t seen much grooming either—always the case when one was at the mercy of SOI.

      The square room he was in was simple in design. There was a door on the left side and a mirror next to it, and next to that was a rack with a monitor on it. In the middle was a table, where he sat and often placed his head to nap when left alone.

      The two humans approached, sitting at the opposite end of the table. One had dark skin and called himself Boyd; the other had a lighter tone and referred to himself as Keys.

      “Let’s take it from the top, and this time you’re going to tell the whole truth,” said Keys.

      “I told you everything,” Akeia muttered.

      Boyd chuckled. “Is that so?” He activated the monitor in the corner. Akeia glanced at the display of Radiance Union members interacting with humans. “Aliens exist, and the world knows it, so cut the bullshit. What the hell are you doing on our planet?” Boyd demanded.

      Akeia paused to think of a response. Radiance making contact at this time was unexpected. He needed more time to process this new turn of events. It was unfortunate his captors were so anxious—they wanted answers right away. “Those beings call themselves the Radiance Union,” Akeia explained. “They are the sworn enemy of my people, the Hashmedai. We came here hoping to make contact with your kind before they did.”

      “Why?” asked Boyd.

      “The Radiance Union have been slowly pushing into our territory for centuries, and our navy isn’t large enough to stop them. Having your kind join them as allies would spell doom for my people.” Akeia looked at the monitor to see a nervous-looking female Aryile being asked dozens of questions from the press. “We just wanted to show humans the other side of the story before they presented theirs.”

      “So you founded a terror group?” asked Keys.

      Akeia laughed and replied, “Ah, yes, please forgive me about that. I had no idea those people you found me with would do such a thing.” He turned his attention back to Boyd and Keys. “I came to this world with my sister and a recon team. We were attacked, and most of the team gave their lives so my sister and I could flee. So I made a deal with those men—they get the weapons from my now-dead recon team members, and they use them to protect me and smuggle my sister out of the region.”

      “So there are more of you?” Boyd asked.

      “There’s a fleet in space, yes,” Akeia said. “On the planet, however, just me and my sister. It’s possible more from my team survived, but I don’t know for sure.”

      “Who attacked you, and where is your sister now?” These were important questions Keys was asking.

      “I don’t know who did it. It happened fast while most of us were sleeping. Projectile weapons were used, suggesting humans or Radiance, though the Radiance have significantly more advanced means of firing those types of armaments. As for my sister, she was in a region called ‘Canada’ when we last communicated.”

      The ground shook as a loud thundering noise boomed from farther back in the base. Both Keys and Boyd got up, leaving the room in a rush. This new situation had Akeia sweating more than normal, given how warm humans kept their rooms. The base’s sudden shaking was one thing, but the two leaving so fast without saying anything was surely cause for concern.

      Another cause for concern presented itself as someone appeared behind Akeia—it had to be an assassin, he assumed. The shadowy figure placed a hand on the back of Akeia’s shoulder. I must be the target, Akeia thought. He wanted to use his psionic powers to defend himself, but his skill in this mysterious act was limited. He rarely used his gifts—even lifting an object with his mind was an extremely difficult task for him. During the ambush, his sister Kroshka had used what gifts she had to help the two escape while he simply ran.

      Protecting himself from humans and now a Hashmedai assassin were indeed impossible tasks, he was certain. He waited for the assassin blade to hit—there was nothing he could do while tied up to a chair. But death didn’t come.

      “I’m not here to kill you,” the assassin said. “I’m getting you out of here. A Psi is on the other side of this door, waiting to teleport us out.” The assassin used his dagger to cut away at the rope shackling Akeia to the chair and then placed a human pistol in his hands. “Just in case,” he said before vanishing.

      Akeia’s nightmare had an end in sight…just beyond the door. He got up and limped toward it. The beating he had suffered during previous interrogations still weakened him, and his joints were full of pain. His free hand extended to open the door, while the other held the pistol in anticipation of the unexpected. The door opened, but there was no psionic—just Boyd, who instantly turned around to see Akeia standing at the door…armed. Boyd, in a panic, aimed his weapon at Akeia. Akeia did the same, but neither of them fired.

      The stun disk that had been carefully placed on Akeia’s shoulder, however, activated. A surge of energy rendered every part of his body weak. He wanted to fall to the ground, but something was preventing that—no, someone was. Someone cloaked behind him was holding him up…the assassin perhaps. Though Akeia was effectively stunned, his hands holding the pistol remained in the air as if nothing had happened.

      Boyd’s body started to shake, and he began losing balance, only to be held back up by an invisible force behind him to keep his arms and weapon pointed at Akeia. Boyd was getting the same treatment as Akeia. A female assassin appeared behind Boyd—clearly the one who stunned him and held his body up. Akeia saw her index finger meet up with the finger Boyd had next to the trigger of his gun. She moved his arms so his gun aimed perfectly at Akeia’s head, and with a smile on her face, she licked the back of Boyd’s neck and then vanished.

      The trigger had been pulled. Akeia’s body spun around, landing face first on the ground, forming a pool of his own Hashmedaian blood.
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* * *

      An empty drinking glass hit the bar top. Kroshka’s slender fingers released their grip on the glass. It was her second glass of vodka, an Earth drink she had taken a liking to over the last few months. She sat in a local gentlemen’s club, far west from the hotel where she and Jazz were staying. Relaxing music played in the background as exotic dancers took the stage to impress the masses with their dance moves and shedding of undergarments. People gave a few strange looks when she walked in alone, with her small traveling case in tow, and took a seat at the bar.

      She didn’t pay much attention to the dancers. A lot was on her mind as of late, such as the last message she had received from her brother. Akeia was captured and being tortured by humans, and now Radiance were making a public appearance on this world. The dancers are better in Las Vegas anyway. A third glass of vodka made its way into her hands, and she placed the glass to her mouth to take a sip. Best to go slower with this glass. Too much booze interfered temporarily with her psionics abilities.

      “Why am I not surprised to see you here,” said a familiar voice next to her. She turned to see her new drinking buddy. It was Jazz.

      She smiled at him in a slightly intoxicated way. “So you have found me.”

      “You were also in places like this in Vegas…or hanging with Destiny.”

      Kroshka sipped her drink again, turning to watch the dancers onstage. They were topless, moving gracefully while monetary notes found their way to them, delivered by the men watching. “The female body is such an interesting design—how it attracts possible male companions.”

      “Pretty sure the male body does the same for women,” Jazz said.

      “But that’s all the male body can seemingly do outside of insemination. The female body, however, can give birth to a child and feed it during its first few moments of life.” She turned her attention back to Jazz, who was giving her an odd stare. “It’s truly a remarkable design.” She adjusted her sunglasses and took another sip of her drink.

      Jazz asked, “So do they have places like this on Paryo?” She finished the whole glass of vodka as he asked that—so much for nursing this one. “Or another place within the Hashmedai Empire?”

      How does he know? “Those words…shouldn’t be coming out of your mouth, Jazz.”

      “Met the survivors from your recon team—interesting bunch,” he said.

      Her facial expression switched to a slightly more relieved state. “Survivors—this is good to know.” She would find Akeia and then get back to the command ship. She felt everything would be fine after that. The seeds of hope were planted, so now she had to deal with one last detail. “My apologies for deceiving you this whole time, Jazz.”

      Jazz ordered a drink. “What she’s having,” he told the barkeep. “Humanity ain’t used to dealing with extraterrestrials,” he said to Kroshka.“Probably for the best, unless you wanna end up on TV like those guys.” A glass of vodka was handed to him, and he took a gulp. “I take it you aren’t friends with them?”

      Kroshka’s eyes were on Jazz while she thought of a reply. She waited for the bartender to move out of hearing range. “The Radiance Union are murderous zealots.”

      “A couple of assholes in the Middle East fit that description.” Another gulp of vodka entered Jazz’s body. He looked like he really needed it. “Some of us ain’t so different.”

      “Paryo was almost identical to this world when the Radiance Union first arrived,” she said. “They uplifted us, gave us technology, advanced our race, and even allowed us to live on planets they controlled.”

      He folded his arms. “Sounds like a sweet deal. What went wrong?”

      “They demanded we join the union, accept their gods, and change our way of life. Apparently our ways were too appalling to them.” Her gaze turned to the dancers once again. “For example, places like this were common among my people. It’s our primary means of entertainment, but the Union view it in a negative way.”

      “So you went to war with them ’cause they dislike your strippers?” Jazz laughed.

      She turned back toward him with a giggle. “No, there are many other reasons. Just know this.” She stared at his drink, quickly swiped it, and took a sip. “If humanity joins the union, they will take away the things you desire.”

      “And if we refuse to join?” He attempted to take his drink back.

      She held his drink away from him and said, “Then you end up like us, ‘demons’ of the galaxy.” She took another sip before allowing him to have his drink back.

      Jazz asked for the bill, offering to pay for Kroshka’s as well. “That recon team is waiting for us outside in the back.”

      Kroshka nodded and got off the bar seat. Her feet hit the floor, and the rest of her body was about to as well until Jazz’s arms embraced her—one too many drinks. “I think it’s working,” she said, her face turning red.

      Jazz helped her stand up straight and asked, “What is?”

      “The delightful beverages, of course!” She gently brushed her hand across his abs. So fit. “Do we have time to bathe together?”

      “All right, let’s get home.” Jazz settled up with the bartender.
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* * *

      Blue light faded from Chidorli’s teleportation jump from Earth to the recon team’s ship. Out from the light floated Onatiasha, along with Jazz, Chidorli, and Kroshka. Zhinbryo sat in the pilot’s chair of the cockpit, his fingers dancing across the flight terminal. The view of Earth from the ship’s front window shifted away, only the emptiness of space seen as the ship propelled forward away from Earth.

      Onatiasha floated over to Zhinbryo. She sensed something wasn’t right, since she hadn’t given him the go-ahead to leave orbit.

      “Is everything OK?” she asked in the Hashmedaian language.

      Zhinbryo gave his report on the matter. “The command ship’s defense systems are activated. I tried contacting them, but they do not reply.”

      “Let them know we have the princess aboard and will be commencing a search for the prince after we drop her off,” said Onatiasha. Zhinbryo nodded. Onatiasha faced Jazz and spoke in English. “We will return you back to your world after we place Kroshka in the hands of our fleet.”

      “What about those assassins?” Jazz asked.

      “You should be safe. They wanted you only because you knew where Kroshka was.” Onatiasha paused to think. “Why the guild wants her is anyone’s guess. And then there’s Phylarlie…” A deep sigh followed. “I couldn’t care less, as long as they stay out of my way. Not my job to deal with them.”

      Kroshka’s face showed her discomfort. “Assassins?” she asked in Hashmedaian.

      Onatiasha replied back in their language. “Yes, you’ll be fully briefed on the matter, Your Majesty.”

      “Also, there is now a transport ship in orbit. It was not there previously,” said Zhinbryo.

      Onatiasha said to Chidorli, “I need you to detect who’s onboard that transport.”

      Chidorli closed her eyes to focus and then replied, “It’s protected by a mind barrier.”

      Jazz asked, “What’s going on?”

      “A transport ship from our command ship is in orbit around your world,” said Kroshka. “We don’t know who’s aboard, as they have a mind barrier blocking all unwanted incoming psionic energy.”

      “Someone doesn’t want to be detected,” said Jazz.

      “Mind barriers are standard on all Hashmedaian ships to prevent Radiance psionics from teleporting aboard and causing havoc on the crew or ship’s systems with their psionic powers,” explained Phylarlie. “It’s just that transports don’t have them active by default.”

      Jazz reiterated, “So like I said, someone doesn’t want to be detected.”
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* * *

      Jerut sat in the captain’s chair of the command ship, overlooking operations. The bridge was now full of staff, which was all out of cryo and checking various system settings. One officer, Jaroin informed him of news he didn’t want to hear—the recon team had the princess aboard and was heading to the command ship to dock. This action made them look like heroes, not rebels. As with all previous transmissions, he ordered the crew not to reply while he waited for Nodevar and Lettielia to report back.

      The command ship was still in the asteroid belt. It would take the recon about an hour for them to be in range to dock. The assassin duo had that much time to report back. Jerut’s communication implants detected an incoming communication from Whigli.

      “What is it?” Jerut asked.

      Whigli transmitted back, “Lettielia sent me a message. They were successful.”

      “Do they have proof?”

      “Yes, it’s being uploaded to me now.”

      “Send a copy of it to the command ship.”

      “I’m already on it.”

      “Good.”

      Jerut addressed the bridge crew. “I have received confirmation that Prince Akeia has been killed by humans. Princess Kroshka is dead as well.” Lie mixed in with the truth. Once the proof comes in of Akeia’s demise, nobody will ask questions. “The recon ship heading to us, as I said, is full of mutineers. They don’t have her aboard—most likely a trick to lower our guard. In twenty minutes I want a destroyer dispatched to the recon team’s ship.” A holographic display appeared in front of Jerut, displaying the layout and weapon capabilities of the destroyer. “I want it vaporized.”

      If Whigli were to hear this order, he’d no doubt protest. It was no secret to Jerut that he had an attachment to the psionic on board. Good thing he’ll be in orbit on the other side of the human world.
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* * *

      Jazz sat in the back compartment of the recon team’s ship. His hands were clasped as he blew his warm breath into them, trying to bring their temperature back up. Hashmedians and their love for the cold. What’s up with that? Phylarlie floated beside him in the weightless environment, lying backward and spinning her daggers in circles. She was clearly bored. Jazz didn’t blame her—this trip was much longer than he had thought it would be. Goes to show how massive space really is—a trip from Earth to the asteroid belt by alien spaceship apparently is an hour journey or so.

      Kroshka sat next to him. She didn’t say much after being briefed by Onatiasha, who now floated back to the cockpit to monitor the situation with Zhinbryo. From time to time, Jazz noticed, from the corner of his eye, Kroshka turning to stare at him with her semi glowing red eyes. It was as if she wanted to say something but couldn’t muster the strength or courage to do so. Across from them sat Chidorli. She, too, was getting bored and was using her psionic powers to create…something.

      Jazz watched her hands gracefully move around a tiny translucent object, which began to grow in size and slowly take form. Long and tubular at first, it got longer as a leaf-shaped object materialized on the side of it. The top, too, started to unfold and take shape—it looked like a flower. Chidorli released her completed sculpture, and it floated directly into Jazz’s hand. He took a closer look. It was indeed a flower made entirely of ice, brought into existence from thin air. He looked at her with a raised eyebrow, and she simply smiled and shrugged. The ice flower floated above his legs as he released it from his hands. While he was appreciative of the gesture, holding ice in his already cold hands wasn’t a welcome feeling.

      Jazz turned to Kroshka, who looked a bit jealous. Cute. “I don’t wanna come off as being rude,” he said to her. “How do you say ‘thanks’ in your language?”

      “You would say, ‘Sevsibal,’” Kroshka replied.

      Phylarlie broke her silence and jumped in. “Or ‘Sevsibal-lota.’”

      Kroshka sighed, and her breath came out in mist form. “Yes, if you are from Taxah, then it’s typically Sevsibal-lota.”

      “What’s the difference?” asked Jazz.

      “The lota part emphasizes that you are sincere. Hashmedai from the planet Taxah tend to speak more in a formal way,” explained Kroshka.

      “Uh, right.” He turned to Chidorli and said, “Sevsiballer.” That didn’t come out right at all.

      Chidorli laughed, understanding what he was trying to say. She replied, “Poluyintina.”

      “Translation?” he asked.

      “She said, ‘You’re welcome,’” explained Kroshka.

      “Cool.” He lifted the ice flower to his face to examine it closer. “And I thought I’d learn the swear words first.”

      Kroshka clucked, “I’m sure our assassin here can teach you all of those.”

      Phylarlie grabbed the spinning dagger by the hilt and closed her eyes, no doubt thinking of something bad to say. “If you ever encounter someone from Radiance, say ‘Manltanco-lota poutio-imaliv’—‘fuck your gods.’”

      About fifteen more minutes passed, and the asteroid belt was slowly coming into view with a large metallic sphere in its center—the command ship. Another smaller ship was in the distance, closer to them than the command ship, and it was closing in fast. Chat between Zhinbryo and Onatiasha started again, this time with much more of an urgent tone in their voices. More chatter in their language—Phylarlie said a few things, then took a seat next to Chidorli and strapped on a seat belt. The others did the same, except Jazz, who was confused…and concerned.

      “Hi, the human is confused. Please explain what is going on,” he shouted.

      Onatiasha shouted back to him in English, “Get your seat belt on.” She looked forward at a large Hashmedaian ship in front of them. “We’re under attack.”

      “Ah, hell,” Jazz muttered.

      The small scout ship the recon team was using slowed down to a more manageable speed for evasive action. The forward plasma cannons on the face of the destroyer glowed green as they aimed at the scout ship. A barrage of glowing balls of plasma shot forth while the scout ship made a hard turn to the side to avoiding shots. That turn later became a backtrack in the opposite direction from which they had come. Engines from behind the destroyer powered up, and blue energy expelled from behind it, accelerating to a velocity suitable to chase its prey.

      Zhinbryo and Onatiasha exchanged a few words in their language, and she then addressed Jazz in English.”We’re heading back to your world. The destroyer is still behind us but a great deal further back since this ship is faster.” Onatiasha loaded up a holographic image of Earth, pushing it toward Jazz. “We will have a short window to get into position to teleport to the surface before it catches up with us. We need a safe place to go.”

      He stared at the holographic globe for a few seconds, debating. Vegas? No that might put Destiny in the crossfire if things go sideways. Montreal…a long shot, but that old safe house should still be there. He pointed to Montreal’s location on the hologram, which then hovered back to Onatiasha. She examined it, sharing the information with Chidorli and Zhinbryo.
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* * *

      Jerut’s eyes peered at the data regarding the destroyer. It was sent via a holographic display screen. After one frustrating hour of watching the ship flee, the target was finally destroyed in orbit around the human world. Mission accomplished? Jerut knew better. Its crew had more than enough time to teleport to the surface. The psionics aboard the destroyer reported that they did not detect any kind of teleport—of course not. One needed to be looking in the region of the teleport in order to detect it—unless one was a powerful Psi. The crew was most likely too focused on their duty anyway.

      Well, the operation wasn’t a total lost—the recon team officially had no ship. Psionics like the woman they had assigned to them were incapable of doing a site-to-site teleport on an unfamiliar planet. Lettielia and Nodevar were still obligated to kill Kroshka. Furthermore, Jerut received confirmation not long ago that more of his associates were on the surface.

      This was enough to put his mind at ease to focus on the next phase. He loaded the proof of Akeia’s demise onto the holo display—security cam footage played from the human base where Akeia was being held. It depicted Akeia being shot in the head by a human soldier. Another video played, depicting Akeia being interrogated and tortured by his human captors. A psionic assigned to bridge duty onboard the command ship stood next to Jerut as he replayed the footage over and over.

      “Have you memorized everything you have seen?” Jerut asked. The psionic nodded. “Good, contact the empress telepathically. Use your gifts to send this imagery to her. She must know what the humans have done to her child.”
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* * *

      A bolt of blue light briefly lit up the dark sky. The occupants of the scout ship teleported down to a forested area next to the Saint Lawrence River. Their escape from the destroyer was successful—both Onatiasha and Zhinbryo were outfitted with combat armor. They took the time to gear up moments before they entered Earth’s orbit.

      Onatiasha sported heavy armor, which covered her whole body from neck to feet. It was dark blue in color and had a slot on the side, where she holstered a short plasma sword with a small tractor beam mounted on its side. On her left arm was a rectangular device with flashing lights, a personal shield emitter.

      Zhinbryo wore exo suit combat armor. Mounted to the back of his suit was a plasma sword. His was massive in contrast to Onatiasha’s. The tops of his fists were fitted with small blasters, which were capable of shooting short bursts of plasma at enemies within close range.

      Jazz held his cell phone in his hand, waiting to get a signal. He had been a good distance out of range for the last few hours. Finally a connection was made, and his fingers quickly composed a text message.

      
        
        
        Jake, 10:51p.m.: We need to talk asap.

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 8

        

      

    

    
      A warm shower was a wonderful way to start the first day of much-needed vacation time. Alisha and her family would be leaving the next day, and she closed her eyes as the relaxing droplets of water sprayed all over her slender body. Her soaking-wet black hair reached down to her lower back. Despite her age of thirty-six, she was a head turner, and it wasn’t just because she was half French and half Japanese. Oh, no—her cute and perky looks did most of that work.

      Two strong wet hands found their way over her breasts, then the lips of a man kissing the back of her neck and left shoulder. She moaned in pleasure for a moment as the left hand slowly slid down her wet body past her flat belly and then between her legs. She returned the favor, reaching back to touch between his legs. Her husband, Jason, always found a moment for passion to be unpredictable.

      He was, as the saying goes, “the one.” And it only took her two divorces to get this far. Jason was Korean, though Canadian-born and so didn’t speak a word of Korean and didn’t care. His hair was short and black, matching his goatee. He worked out on a regular basis, and his incredible abs were solid proof of that.

      Alisha moaned more as his fingers went to work pleasing her. She was dripping wet down there, and it wasn’t because of the water from the shower. Her moans became more and more intense as she got closer to climaxing, and his lips pressed against the back of her neck again. Her hips swerved from the excitement.

      “Don’t stop!” she yelled.

      She was almost there when suddenly she heard, “Mom, where’s my PlayStation?”

      Buzzkill. The couple stopped, and Alisha yelled back to her daughter, Hannah, who was in the next room. “It’s packed already, hon. We’re taking it with us.”

      Alisha faced Jason, hoping he was down with trying again. His hands were busy applying soap to his body—probably for the best, since that was the real purpose of a shower.

      Alisha entered the bedroom, where a queen-size bed sat in the middle. Summer morning light beamed through the window. A large dresser was on the opposite end of the room, and on top of that was a TV with CBC news airing. Alisha walked to the closet to get changed, observing the latest news headline. Ever since those aliens landed, the news was all she watched. It was the only thing everyone was watching. “NASA detects strange object vaporized in orbit” the headline read. Anxiety flooded her thoughts. Aliens show up, and now there’s strange UFO activity in orbit?

      Her bath towel dropped to the floor as she got dressed—blue sundress. The sun should still be up when their flight landed in Los Angeles. A cell phone on the nightstand flashed its new-message indicator. Who can that be? she thought, reaching over to pick it up.

      
        
        
        Alisha, July 26, 8:57p.m.:You’re in the news yet again, this time they have pictures of you. When are you going to stop this?

        Jake, July 28, 10:51p.m.: We need to talk asap.

      

        

      

      She sighed. The nerve of him. He vanished for years, was in trouble now, and was asking for her help yet again? She felt like telling him no or, better yet, straight up not replying. He needs to learn to grow up and do something meaningful with his life.

      
        
        
        Alisha, 8:04a.m.: What is it now?

      

        

      

      “What’s up?” Jason had entered the room while Alisha was fixated on her cell phone.

      She looked away from the phone, turning her attention to him. His bath towel was still around his waist. “Just an old friend I haven’t talked to in a while.”

      By “old friend,” she meant “ex-husband.” Jake had been her second husband, the one she often denied ever existed. Being married three times wasn’t something she was proud of and a reason she was glad she never changed her last name with any of her marriages. She was and always had been Alisha Levesque.

      The first marriage couldn’t be denied—it was the one that produced her daughter. The third and current marriage was…well, quite happy. As for the second marriage, it was easy to pretend it didn’t happen—no kids or happy moments came from it. She had found such things difficult to obtain when her husband was away in Afghanistan to fight in a war she was against…and made zero effort to contact her during his tours.

      “Hurry and get ready,” Alisha said, “before Hannah pulls your towel off again!”

      The two laughed as her cell phone’s text tone went off again. She peered to check it while Jason rummaged through his drawers for something to wear.

      
        
        
        Jake, 8:05a.m.: I’m in Montreal, can we meet up?

        Alisha, 8:05a.m.: I have a flight to catch today

        Jake, 8:06a.m.: When? I can swing by now

      

        

      

      “Hey, Jason.”

      “Yeah?” he replied, now wearing a white dress shirt and black pants.

      “I forgot to get some snacks for Hannah. Could you take her to the store to grab some?” She smiled at him—the smile always got to him.

      “Yeah, no problem!”

      Nailed it.

      
        
        
        Alisha, 8:06a.m.: Come by in 15 min OK?

        Jake, 8:06a.m.: k

      

        

      

      Jason left the room, calling to Hannah to come with him. Whatever Jake has to say, it better be quick.
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* * *

      A white minivan, stolen of course, entered the fairly upscale Montreal suburban area. Jazz and his newfound alien friends had had little time to legally obtain a rental. Jazz sat in the driver’s seat, Kroshka next to him—people would ask fewer questions that way. After all he was driving with extraterrestrials on board in broad daylight. The last thing they needed was to get pulled over. Toronto police still wanted to talk with Jazz about the fiasco at the Eaton Centre. Oh, and his driver’s license had expired years ago.

      They pulled into the parking pad of Alisha’s home. Jazz was surprised at the size of the place, let alone that of the other homes on the street. The place looked like a miniature palace and probably cost a stupidly high sum just to live in. McGill University must be paying her well.

      Jazz stepped out, telling his Hashmedaian passengers to stay put and keep low. He ran to the front door, keeping his head low in case anyone recognized his face. He pushed a button to sound the doorbell chime. Alisha swung the door open. Hasn’t aged a bit since we last saw each other.

      Entering the house, he quickly took notice of how clean and…expensive everything inside was—lots of furniture, bought brand-new by the looks of it. She guided him to the living room, where they sat down. On the wall directly in front of Jazz hung a picture of Alisha and her husband in their wedding attire. Jealousy manifested in his eyes. “So he’s my replacement?”

      “Nice to see you again too, Jake,” she retorted, and he chuckled briefly. “Besides, you probably replaced me by now as well.”

      Yeah, a nineteen-year-old Las Vegas escort, but that’s none of her business. “Not much has changed with me.”

      “The news verifies that—just couldn’t get away from that vigilante stuff, huh?” He turned to her, and she could see that her last statement had upset him. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t assume things.”

      “Does he take care of you and Hannah?” Jazz asked, offering small chitchat before going in for what he really came for.

      “Of course. In fact the two of them are out right now. He’s buying snacks for her to munch on before we head to the airport.” She sat up and headed toward the kitchen. “He’s a dentist, so his schedule somewhat meets up with mine.”

      Alisha was out of view, deep in the kitchen, pouring glasses of water for them. Jazz sat back, his arms stretched out across the top of the couch. Everything from the Eaton Centre incident until now had been nonstop stress. He enjoyed this brief break before jumping back into the fire. Then came a curveball. Phylarlie deactivated her cloak—she was visible and had obviously followed him in a stealthy manner.

      His startled body jumped up while trying to hold in what he wanted to shout as she revealed herself. His calm mood instantly returned to the stressed state it had been in for the last few hours. Phylarlie had a carefree look on her face as she walked about the living room, gazing at the furniture and pictures on the walls with a small grin on her face—she liked what she saw.

      Jazz heard Alisha walking back to the living room.He turned to Phylarlie, now in a more urgent state of mind. “What are you doing?” he whispered to her.

      “I’m going to be staying behind,” Phylarlie whispered back.

      “Oh, no, no, no, no. You can’t do that,” he pleaded before looking back. Alisha hadn’t entered the living room yet, but she was mere seconds away. He quickly rehearsed several lines in his head that he could spit out to explain why a sultry ninja from outer space was standing in her living room. Nothing sounded believable, not even the truth.

      Alisha returned and sat back down. “Sorry, I haven’t had anything to drink all day.”

      Jazz’s head swung back toward Phylarlie, who was now out of sight. She had cloaked at the last second. Crisis adverted.

      “You OK?” Alisha asked.

      Jazz slowly turned his sweat-drenched face toward her. “Uh, yeah, I’m cool.”

      Alisha saw through his lie, and he knew it. He also knew she wasn’t going to say anything more, just give him that look she always did when she suspected a lie—a blank emotionless stare.

      Right on cue with the stare, she asked, “So why did you come out here, Jake?”

      “I’m going to have to stay low for a few days, so I need access to the cottage.” Suddenly flashbacks to Jazz’s life after the Canadian armed forces, after Afghanistan, flooded his mind. He had been associating with a local gang, killing a few of their members who did things on the streets he didn’t like. His intention was to carry out street justice on gangs that hurt struggling communities. Naturally, it backfired almost instantly as the gangs came after him, forcing him to flee to the cottage, which the two owned during their days as lovers, as a safe house. PTSD and a divorce stirred up a cocktail for some illogical stunts.

      Alisha let out a long disappointing sigh. “Of course, why would it be something else?”

      “Look, I didn’t kill anyone.”

      “I don’t want to fucking know what you did or didn’t do.” The level of anger in her voice was the same as when she confronted him for not reaching out to her during his final tour in Afghanistan. “So you came here for the keys?” She got up and walked toward a nearby cabinet. “Yeah, no problem!” Opening the bottom drawer, she retrieved a keychain with two keys attached. She glanced at it for a moment before speaking again. “You know, I was hoping to hear that you finally got treatment for PTSD, that you moved on and did something productive with your life, that you met a wonderful woman and you’re starting a family with her.“ She faced him, the keys in her hand. “And, hey, maybe your future children would become friends with Hannah—my family and yours close friends with one another.”

      “And here we are—you living in your comfy palace and me hustling on the streets.” There’s the fiasco with aliens as well, but that’s none of her business either. “Sorry the words coming out of my mouth ain’t what you wanna hear, but it is what it is.” The keys left her hands, flying through the air toward his face. Jazz didn’t move or flinch—he simply raised his hand up to catch them. “Thanks.” He got to his feet and swiftly made his way to the front door. Better to leave on my own accord than to be kicked out.

      “Jake…” His hand stopped inches away from the doorknob as he listened to her final words. “No more favors after this, OK? Seems you only want to talk when you need something.”

      “Tell you what.” He opened the door. “When this blows over, I’ll go see a shrink. I’ll even get a doctor’s note to prove I went.” She let out a small chuckle. We’re still cool, he thought to himself. Good. “See ya later.” Into the summer morning light he went.

       

      Jazz slid back into the driver’s seat of the minivan, the Hashmedaian occupants grateful for his return. “Phylarlie ain’t coming with us. She snuck in with me and insists on staying here,” he said.

      “We’re well aware of that. She entered stealth as you approached the house,” said Onatiasha from the backseat.

      “Cool.” The vehicle backed up and accelerated away from Alisha’s residence. “When were you all planning on telling me that?” Jazz asked. Before they could reply, he added, “Better question—why does she want to stay?”

      “She’s an assassin. Her mission is unknown to us, other than it involved you and Princess Kroshka,” replied Onatiasha. “Why she wants to stay and who she’s here to kill are unknown, and as I said before, I don’t care. She was with us just to get closer to her target.” Onatiasha paused for a few seconds in deep thought. “Perhaps her target is inside the building you just left?”

      A hard slam on the breaks brought the minivan to a sudden and screeching stop. Everyone shot forward slightly, their seatbelts preventing them from going too far. Jazz turned to face Onatiasha. Fury filled his face, and laughter filled hers. “Are you fucking serious?” he asked.

      She kept laugh while replying, “You can relax. The Assassins’ Guild doesn’t know enough about the people of this world to issue a kill order. Her targets are not human.”

      The vehicle accelerated down the road again, and Jazz’s hand quickly interacted with the radio. Positive vibes were in short supply but much needed for the upcoming road trip to Saint-Sauveur. The stations switched every three seconds—nothing he enjoyed. Six stations later, “Hotline Bling” by Drake was playing. The radio station surfing came to an end, and the volume was turned up.

      You used to call me on my cell phone

      Late night when you need my love

      Jazz never really understood the lyrics to the song until that very moment, after realizing there was a time when Alisha used to call him on his cell phone. No wonder this song is a hit. Every man who had a woman walk away from him could relate to the lyrics. Too bad these aliens don’t have time travel. He’d give anything to travel back and make things right between him and Alisha.
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* * *

      I must be out of my mind, Chloe thought to herself as she and Stolanei, who was in his dark hoodie, discreetly moved down the sidewalk toward Sarah’s Los Angeles hotel. She considered herself quite lucky that Stolanei and the Radiance Union showed up when they did. Knowledge of the two heretics was unknown to Radiance until the call to evacuate was given due to the presence of Hashmedai. Apparently these two were the only ones who failed to report in, despite prior direct contact made with them.

      Stolanei had been given the task of searching for them after the Radiance ship changed course to return to Earth. Lucky for Chloe, his search led to the discovery of Pierre’s—or rather Hermaei’s—death. Afterward police wanted to question her—or so Stolanei had claimed—as she was seen leaving his hotel room the same day room service discovered his body. Much of this was explained to her as the Radiance doctors removed the device from her head, a procedure that was quite painless and didn’t require her to be put out. Why Hermaei was interested in recording her dreams with that device was anyone’s guess.

      Chloe’s fingers stretched across the touch screen of her phone. She placed it to her ear, only to hear the sound of her call being redirected to voice mail. “Still nothing,” Chloe said. “Third time I’ve tried now. Sarah isn’t picking up.”

      “My apologies for not teleporting you closer,” Stolanei said. “I’m still not familiar with the layout of this region.”

      “I’m not complaining. We went from New York to space to LA.” Hope we’re not too late, she thought, brushing her fingers across her back pocket where her pistol was concealed.
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* * *

      Sarah opened the door to find James’s friend Nelson standing at the entrance to her and Amanda’s hotel room.

      “Nelson, didn’t expect to see you here,” Sarah said with a charming smile.

      “Just wanted to know if Hendrix was here. I know him and Amanda were hanging out a lot.”

      “Haven’t seen him since we all were out for drinks,” Sarah said.

      “Exactly—nobody has heard from him since he came here with her.”

      “He probably got the blow job of the century from her and is out telling all his buds about it.”

      “Well, he didn’t tell us shit!” he said, and they both erupted with laughter.

      “Want to have a drink or two with us?”Might as well add another drinking buddy to the mix—bad enough military personnel are slowly being recalled back to base thanks to these aliens saying hi.

      Nelson paused for a few seconds and then said, “Sure, looking for this fool is stressing me out. Amanda’s here, right? Maybe she has a clue as to his whereabouts.”

      The two made their way into the hotel room, where Amanda gracefully sat on a small love seat toward the back corner of their suite. She loved that section of the room for some spaced-out reason and rarely ever left it.

      “Look what I found!” Sarah said, wrapping her arm around Nelson’s broad, solid shoulders.

      Amanda adjusted her glasses and shot Nelson a grin. “A man, huh?”

      He grinned back. “Well, if Hendrix is still here, I can see why he never left.”

      Sarah noticed the green flashing light on top of her phone. Someone had left a message or possibly several. She had forgotten to turn off silent mode after returning from James's place. There were three missed calls from Chloe and one new message.

      
        
        
        Chloe, 11:33a.m.: Where are you, been trying to call

      

        

      

      Sarah’s face grimaced as she returned Chloe’s text message.

      
        
        
        Sarah, 11:45a.m.: what’s wrong?

        Chloe, 11:45a.m.: Are you with Amanda?

        Sarah, 11:45a.m.: Yeah

        Chloe, 11:45a.m.: Get away from her now, she’s dangerous I’ll explain later

        Chloe, 11:46a.m.: I’m in la now, I’m coming to get you

      

        

      

      What the fuck is going on?

      A solid cold metallic object was firmly pressed against the back of Sarah’s head.

      “Please, Sarah, ask her to come,” Amanda said from behind. “Drop the phone, and get your hands up.”

      It’s a gun—has to be. Sarah reluctantly complied. “Thought we were friends,” said Sarah.

      “Oh, we can be,” Amanda said, “but right now I need you step into that chamber there and help me complete my quota for the month—two males, two females.”

      “What chamber?” Sarah asked.

      “Turn.”

      Slowly, Sarah spun around to face Amanda’s favorite corner of the suite, taking note of Nelson’s motionless body on the floor. Well, that explains the lack of heads-up from him.

      Sarah was surprised to see that Amanda was not behind her but in front of the coffee table and chair, which occupied that section of the suite, as the furniture melted away from existence. Four long, blue cylindrical tubes appeared in their place. A body remained perfectly still within one of them—it was Hendrix.

      “If you’re there, then who the hell has a gun to my head?” asked Sarah.

      Sarah felt the weight of the firearm slide up through her black hair and across the top of her head until it fell between her eyes. The pistol was floating in the air and didn’t look like any type of weapon she’d ever seen. Who builds pistols with holographic displays on top? Yeah, aliens landed on the White House lawn, so at this point, nothing is impossible.

      “Move,” demanded Amanda as the pistol’s barrel firmly pushed into Sarah’s face. “Your sister will join you when she gets here.”

      Amanda slowly walked toward the chambers, stopping briefly as Nelson’s body floated in the air and headed toward the chambers as well. Her eyes glanced at the small beads of blood dripping from his forehead. Amanda must have hit him hard and quietly.

      The front door broke free of its hinges and launched across the room as Chloe and a shirtless man with green scales on his arms and back burst through. Nelson’s airborne body came crashing to the floor, as did the floating gun that was aimed at Sarah. Amanda’s body hurled toward Chloe and the strange man, but it was knocked to the ground by a bright flash of purple light. Black smoke rose to the air, emanating from Amanda’s lifeless back as the two sisters stared down at her.

      “Well, that was quite the entrance, Sis,” said Sarah.

      “We were lucky her cybernetics were covered up,” said the scaly man. “Otherwise, this fight would still be going on.”

      “Now what?” asked Chloe.

      “I can remove the cryo tubes over there after we release that man from it,” he said. “Then I suggest you all stay low and not talk about this to anyone.”

      Easier said than done. I’m going to have to pay the damage deposit to the hotel, Sarah thought.

      “This should be it for the heretics on this world; but in case I’m wrong, take this.” He offered Chloe a small palm-size object. “It’s a distress beacon.”

      “So who wants to explain to me what the fuck is going on?” Sarah demanded, her arms crossed. “And don’t use the ‘A’ word.”

      “Asshole?” said Chloe with a smirk.

      “No…aliens,” Sarah said.

      “Nope, aliens have nothing to do with it,” Chloe replied.

      Sarah released a sigh of relief. “Thank God.”

      Chloe added, “Extraterrestrials, on the other hand…”

      “I need a cigarette,” Sarah said.
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* * *

      Impressive. It was the only word that came to Phylarlie’s mind after she completed her walkabout of Alisha’s home. She kept her stealth systems on level one for the time being, needing to conserve battery power. Besides, it was unlikely any human civilian would posses equipment that could detect her. Her decision to stay behind had been sudden—she received a transmission, as someone was kind enough to tip her off toward her target. The sender’s identity was a mystery that would have to be solved later. All she was able to put together was that the tipster was a Hashmedai…or at least knew how to speak the language.

      She entered a bedroom on the upper level. The room wasn’t very big, with a small bed in the corner and storage cabinets along the walls. Curiosity enticed her hands to slide open a cabinet—human apparel inside, quite small, clearly for a child.

      A holographic display window manifested before her, detailing the contents of the recent message she’d received earlier. She had a few minutes to kill. Might as well review my game plan. An image appeared, showing the landmass she was on—her current location was marked off on the eastern section. A mark listing a target was placed on the westernmost coast. The target mark was zoomed in on, showing an airfield with human fighter craft parked on it—surely a military base.

      The sound of the main entrance door shutting brought about a switch in Phylarlie’s focus. Two human voices were heard, none she recognized. The display vanished as she exited the room to eavesdrop on Alisha. Phylarlie knew of her planned flight after hearing Jazz mention it. With no ship available, the only way for her to travel west alone was to sneak aboard a human aircraft flight heading in that direction. She still wasn’t familiar with the locations of all flight ports—or whatever humans called them. Sure, she could have asked Jazz to assist her in getting to the local one—and at one point that was an option until she discovered Alisha and her family.

      However, keeping her current plans a secret was necessary. Her mission was to find and kill all those responsible for Akeia and Kroshka’s visit to this world—unenjoyable to say the least. Kroshka was safe in the hands of the recon team, but Akeia’s whereabouts remained a mystery the recon team had yet to solve. There’s no need to bring their bad luck into this. Bad enough the command ship wishes to kill them. This produced another dilemma—how do they get home? Recon team needs to be figuring that issue out. Phylarlie decided she would seek out Akeia alone.

      Phylarlie exited the room as a small human child ran up the staircase. This must be Alisha’s child. The girl looked like a mini clone of her mother; even the long black hair reminded her of Alisha.

      The child made her way to the top of the staircase and ventured toward her room. In her invisible state, Phylarlie stepped aside so she wasn’t blocking the entrance. The child approached, but before entering her room, she stopped and moved her head up toward Phylarlie, making direct eye contact as she waved her hand in a welcoming gesture and then marched on.

      But how? Phylarlie moved her arms in front of her face. She saw nothing—the cloaking device was still active. A quick 180-degree turn revealed nobody behind her, so that meant the child was aware of her presence. This is impossible.
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* * *

      At last they arrived, and Jazz parked the minivan outside a lone two-story house. He was relieved to see it hadn’t changed much from the last time he was there. A large deck from the second story extended forth, providing a spectacular view of the forested land just beyond the driveway. The exterior walls had wooden siding, giving it the look of a log cabin. More forest was behind it, truly a place to get away from it all and reconnect with nature—or in Jazz’s case back in the day, to get away from the thugs who wanted his blood.

      Alisha’s parents owned the place, but they gave it to her when they got too old to come out on a regular basis. When Jazz wasn’t deployed overseas, the couple came to the cottage at least once a year to relax, hike, drink—oftentimes too much—and finish the evening off with mind-blowing sex.

      His mind snapped back to the present as he sat in the idle and music less van. None of the Hashmedaian occupants, except Kroshka, were impressed with Jazz’s selection of Earth-based music. Everyone exited, carrying bags full of supplies. Jazz had made a quick stop at the grocery store on the way. He had kept it simple—cheap meats and jerky for everyone, and a case of canned soups for him. He hoped the ship’s situation could be sorted out soon. Keeping everyone here for the long term is going to be rough. Kroshka stretched her arms in the sky—she was the only one not carrying anything. Typical princess, Jazz thought.

      The front door creaked open—the hinges needed oiling. The wooden floor inside shone back the sunlight that beamed in from the windows set within eggshell-white walls. In the living room sat two large leather sofas and behind those was an open kitchen and a staircase to the upper level.

      Zhinbryo shoved Jazz to the side as he walked in, seeming frustrated. “Easy there, big Zhin,” said Jazz.

      Onatiasha stepped forward and spoke to Zhinbryo in their language, and then addressed Jazz. “He’s just tired and hungry.”

      Jazz shut the front door and went to find the air-conditioning control. It was stuffy inside, and his Hashmedaian guests were probably going to lose it in a few. “Rooms and shower are upstairs,” Jazz said. “It’s going to be hotter up there than down here until the AC does its thing.” His hand interacted with a white panel on the wall, and the humming sound of air blowing through the vents followed.

      Zhinbryo and Onatiasha removed themselves from the confines of their combat armor. It was an automatic process. Zhinbryo’s exo suit simply released its grip around his body, allowing him to step out, while the back of Onatiasha’s suit flipped open like a shutter door for her to back out of.

      Kroshka made her way partly up the stairs and said, “I’m going to bathe.” She stopped and turned to Jazz with a warm, inviting look. “Care to join me?”

      A few seconds passed before Jazz realized she was talking to him. “You don’t give up, do you?” he said.

      She smiled and waved good-bye in a flirty manner and continued up the stairs. The remaining three sat, resting their tired and sweaty bodies on the living room sofas. Zhinbryo ripped open a package of smoked ham and placed it in his watering mouth. Jazz walked over to join them, sitting next to Chidorli, her hands clasped together as blue rays of light extended outward from them—making another ice sculpture by the looks of it.

      “So any theories for our next move?” asked Jazz.

      “As of right now, we are stranded on this world,” said Onatiasha. “We need the command ship to accept our transmissions.”

      “So we’re just gonna sit here, then?”

      “I will try to make contact again—a secured one, of course. We don’t want them to know our location.” Onatiasha grabbed a lock of her dirty and frizzed purple hair, placing it directly in her line of sight. “If there’s no reply, it’s safe to assume they think we’ve been compromised or that they’ve been compromised.”

      Jazz sighed. “Can’t you send a message back to your home world?”

      “No, only ship communication devices are strong enough for that. Even then it would take years for the message to be received,” she explained. “Only a psionic telepathic link can reach other worlds in real time.”

      “Chidorli is a psionic, right? Can’t she do that, then?” Jazz asked, gazing at Chidorli. Her sculpture was nearing completion. A bird?

      “She’s still inexperienced when it comes to that. She can receive, but sending is unreliable.” Onatiasha fanned her hands in front of her sweating face.

      “Something tells me that’s what it’s gonna boil down to,” said Jazz. Chidorli presented him with an ice sculpture of a dove. He brought the work of art closer to his face to examine it. “She’s got skills—no doubt about that.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      A taxicab carrying Alisha, Hannah, and Jason made its way through traffic to Pierre Elliott Trudeau International Airport. Jason sat up front, Alisha and Hannah in the back. Hannah had insisted on sitting directly in the middle, while Alisha sat at the window end. They were running behind schedule, so Alisha just went with it. She said something about her daughter’s gifted mind-set conjuring bad habits. This was no bad habit, however—it was Hannah being polite, allowing their invisible guest from the cosmos to have a seat.

      Phylarlie turned her gaze away from the taxi’s side window to Hannah. She was still dumbfounded that Hannah could see her. Hannah flashed a big, joyous grin at Phylarlie, who waved and smiled back. Alisha saw from the corner of her eye that Hannah’s attention seemed focused on the empty section of the cab. She asked, “What’s got your attention, honey?”

      “Nothing, Mommy—it’s just a beautiful day outside!” exclaimed Hannah.

      Alisha smiled and gazed out her side of the cab. “Yeah, it is a pretty beautiful day.”

      Hannah winked at Phylarlie, placing her index finger over her lips. Phylarlie’s secret was safe with her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 9

        

      

    

    
      Nine years ago…

      “There is no reason to apologize, Archmage,” said Y’lin.

      Noylarlie stood in the throne room before the ruler of the Hashmedai Empire. Immediately after crossing the space bridge, she sought an audience with Y’lin to explain her two-month disappearance.

      “Jerut needs to better explain things,” said Noylarlie.

      “Indeed.” Y’lin shut off a holographic projection displaying security footage of her ending Yix’s life. “Now on to the next subject.”

      “There’s more?” Noylarlie asked.

      “You have a ship waiting for you in the primary docking bay.” Y’lin sat down on her throne. “It now belongs to you.”

      “My own ship?”

      “Yes, as my Archmage, you do not need to beg for the military to dispatch a transport ship to take you anywhere.” Noylarlie produced a sinister smile at this recent discovery—her own personal ship. “Its construction was completed last week—small and lightweight, of course, so travel through the space bridge will be fast.”

      “Well, thank you, Empress.” With that, Noylarlie swiftly made her way to the elevator.

      Two guards stood, opening the elevator door for her. One stepped in with her to provide an escort. As the elevator door silently slid shut, the guard asked, “Primary docking bay, Archmage?”

      “Yes.”But something popped into her head, and she switched gears. “No, not yet.”
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* * *

      Akeia, wearing a bathrobe, marched from his room to the entrance of his chamber. Someone wanted to pay him an unexpected visit. The sun had long set, and the stars populated the night to create an almost lightless environment for his personal chambers. A large window centered in the wall showcased the sky above and cities below. Left of the window was his bedroom and bathing area. Just inside the entrance, a spiral staircase led to the second level—a personal observation deck. The second-level ceiling was entirely transparent. Small heaters placed on the sides prevented it from frosting up when it was too cold.

      He opened the door, and from the dimly lit hallway stepped Noylarlie—a face he hadn’t seen in awhile, one that made his heartbeat race significantly faster.

      As the doors shut behind her, he said. “Noylarlie, I just got word that—” Her tongue cut off his sentence as it slid across his lips. Both her hands firmly held and embraced him. When her head slowly backed away to give him some breathing space, he said, “Picking up where we left off two months ago, are we?” His robe fell to the ground.

      “From my point of view, only a day—a long stressful one—but, yes, let’s finish what we started.” She then added, “I need you to forget about the servants you took advantage of during my absence.”
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* * *

      The red sun took to the sky, indicating the start of morning. It filled Akeia’s chambers with light, exposing him and Noylarlie lying next to each other naked on his bed. His claw-scratched back faced the ceiling—typical sign that a Hashmedaian male is an excellent lover. Women had a tendency to lose it in the heat of the moment, grazing their partners with their claws. Noylarlie was no exception, adding six sets of new marks to his body.

      She awoke to the sight of her cybernetic implants reflecting sunlight onto the ceiling. She rolled over to embrace Akeia—no response from him, still asleep. She’d have to bathe alone.

      The bathing area was a mere four meters away, essentially part of the room, much like the one in her suite. His tub was larger, however, easily able to fit five or six people. It was made wholly of white porcelain, with hooks in the walls that held a large assortment of robes for both males and females. Noylarlie dipped in, wondering how many servant girls Akeia had charmed into getting naked to bathe with him over the years.

      The water was ice-cold, perfect as the rising sunlight caused the temperature to rise slightly. Her heartbeat and breathing slowed, enabling her body and mind to enter a relaxed state to ponder recent events—namely, Jerut’s liberal way of using the term “my associates.”

      Noylarlie's mother knew of people in the military she labeled the same way. Noylarlie never inquired more about the subject, but the gist of it was that a group was doing things the empress didn’t know of—probably things that could get them into a lot of trouble. After all, Noylarlie’s mother, an Archmage, went rogue; had two daughters from two different men; and kept those children secret since they had psionic powers. She knew what she was doing was considered wrong, but she did it anyway because—it was originally thought—she just wanted out, wanted to live a normal life and raise a family. Noylarlie knew damn well, however, that she and Phylarlie existed because Mother wanted some fun and to satisfy a never-ending itch…and didn’t time her anti-pregnancy chems right. Children were not part of the initial game plan.

      Why cut herself off from the empress? Why hide out living with Lord Hasiv? Come to think of it, Hasiv mentioned associates as well a few times when talking with mother.

      “Mind if I join?”Akeia stood off to the side, and Noylarlie nodded yes.Her eyes opened, dashing her deep thoughts. As Akeia entered, she asked, “What do you know of the Morutrin system?” The system Jerut mentioned earlier.

      He explained, “It’s a star system on the edge of Hashmedai and Radiance space—well, Linl space to be exact. It and the surrounding region of space are, to this day, considered to be contested.”

      “I thought worlds were either Radiance- or Hashmedai-controlled.”

      “Morutrin is different. The Linl were a space faring race before joining the union. There were some territorial disputes between us and the Linl when we started to venture into that region of space. There was a failed attempt at subjugating them, but that’s another story. When they joined the union, Radiance only focused on halting our advancements and adding non war-torn Linl worlds to the union. Everyone else, such as those residing on Morutrin, were left behind to fend for themselves.”

      “Who controls Morutrin, then?”

      “Officially no one—the fighting there caused a lot of our people to flee, but some still remain. Radiance have a few ships there but mostly just to keep an eye on us and to exploit resources from some of the planets. Leftovers from the old Linl government exist as well. Why do you ask?”

      “I was curious.” That was a lie. Morutrin sounded like the ideal place for a rogue group to hide a plot. The location for her next trip across the stars had been determined.
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* * *

      Noylarlie’s ship lay dormant in the palace’s docking bay. Its model was called Crimson Arrow mk.3 for good reason. A shape similar to the pointy part of an arrow was the cockpit and sleeping quarters, and connected to that was the main fuselage, which held a cargo bay, cryo chambers, and two main entrances on the left and right sides. On the back were the main engines and large “wings,” which held two plasma cannons each. The color, of course was a deep crimson red with black stripes going across.

      Noylarlie sat in the main chair of the cockpit. The layout of it was similar to that of most small Hashmedai ships—window up front and computer terminal below to fly and view ship data. This one, however, had two extra seats behind the main one in case she had guests catching a ride. She received a message from her invited guest, who requested to enter. Her psionic mind merged with the ship’s systems, and a second later the main door on the left unlocked and rolled open. She needed to get used to applying her psionics to activate computer systems, especially since she was not a trained ship pilot. Flying the ship would require her mind to become one with the ship’s computer. Motion sensors and security video relayed directly to her mind that someone was approaching the cockpit—Jerut. “You wish to speak to me?” Jerut asked.

      “I’m going to Morutrin, Jerut,” she replied.

      He smiled at the news. “Excellent, you have made the right choice.” His face was visible to her via computer images beaming to her thoughts. “Ary Parcisei,” Jerut said. “Seek him out when you discover his location.”

      “Ary Parcisei—that’s an Aryile name,” she said.

      “Indeed, Morutrin Prime, the capital of that system is…different compared to Radiance and Hashmedai worlds.” His eyes looked upon the layout of Noylarlie’s ship, the grin on his face suggesting he was clearly impressed. “Parcisei will provide you details for the task.”

      “Anything else I should know?”

      “There is no space bridge in the system. Not an issue at first, as the bridge here can transport you directly into the system. But when leaving, the closest space bridge is outside of the system in the void of space—no orbiting planets or stars, just a random space bridge.”

      “Odd place to put one.”

      “It was necessary, since we don’t have a lot of power in that region. The Radiance Union would never send ships flying randomly in space to seek its location. A space bridge in the middle of nowhere keeps it off the grid.” Jerut walked to the main entrance. “Make sure no one is following or tracking you on your way home.” He stopped before the door. “Almost forgot, we’re pushing through with our expedition to the human world, so don’t take too long over there—you might miss our send-off.”
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* * *

      Noylarlie’s ship, the Crimson Arrow, materialized from blue light just outside the Morutrin system. The trip, due to the size of her ship, took only a day. Five planets, a massive asteroid belt and a few smaller dwarf planets orbited a star that gave off a yellow glow. The scars of war were evident there; she passed a derelict ship, of unknown origin, shot up during an old battle. Its engines were missing. Signs were present that they were removed by a cutting laser, the work of salvagers. Looks like those plundering vermin infested this region as well.

      Hours later, a wide scan of the system was complete. There was no recent data in Hashmedai star maps regarding what was out there. An image manifested in Noylarlie’s thoughts, displaying the layout of the system, namely the inner planets. Five rocky planets orbited closest to the star, beyond them was the asteroid belt, separating them from them the exterior worlds. The forth object orbiting the star had the most notes in regards to additional information, including heavy ship activity and a breathable atmosphere—this had to be Morutrin Prime.

      A new image was projected to her mind, this one showing the planet in question. It was four times larger than Paryo, featuring massive continents and oceans. The southern hemisphere was devoid of any landmass with the exception of a few small islands. Everything south of the equator was an enormous ocean. Almost a two thirds of the planet was blanketed with thick cloud coverage, rain was a common sight in some places. Additional scans showed that most of the land was comprised of swamps, jungles, and the odd desert. She sighed. This was a hot world—good thing psionics didn’t wear a lot to start with.

      Her mind commanded the ship’s computer to provide her with locations of all ships within the system, and the data transmitted to her instantly—one Radiance starbase, four Radiance warships, and seven Hashmedai destroyers with no command ship for them to dock. Thirty-eight smaller ships were also detected, most likely transports, mining ships, pirates, and salvagers. Of course, the Radiance starbase and one of its warships orbited Morutrin Prime. Why would this be easy?

      She arrived at the planet after three hours of sub-light-speed travel. During her approach she passed several anti-asteroid platforms. Essentially giant plasma cannons, built to destroy asteroids that get too close to the inner planets. Makes sense, she thought. These planets probably saw non-stop impact events prior to the Linl building cities here.

      The Radiance ship did not react, thankfully, but no doubt in her mind they were well aware her ship had arrived. The largest continent held the larger cities, so she made her descent to one facing the west coast. Leaving the Crimson Arrow in orbit carried too many risks, particularly with the Radiance ships close by.

      The night darkness blanketed the sky, stars from space slowly fading away as she got closer to the city, as too many lights from the structures rendered the stars invisible. The Crimson Arrow now hovered above the cityscape, and large skyscrapers densely packed together reigned supreme. Every large building had a bridge linking adjacent buildings together, and people were crossing those. There was quite a bit of activity going on in the streets below, despite it being dark—a sign that this planet’s night cycles were long. A rectangular building came into view, as tall as most of the structures but much wider and with several small ships parked on top. This was most likely the space port. Noylarlie visualized her ship coming to land on an empty spot on top and then sent that command to the computer. The Crimson Arrow descended, landing precisely.

      The main door to the Crimson Arrow slid open, and Noylarlie emerged, wearing her revealing psionic outfit. The air was thick, moist, and humid. Her skin already felt sticky as she walked away and commanded the ship to close, lock up, and arm weapons in case some riff raff took a liking to the Crimson Arrow. She entered an elevator that was directly in the middle of the space port’s landing pad.

      As the elevator descended, Noylarlie took notice of the holographic messages on its interior walls. It was written in a language she didn’t understand. Hopefully, the locals all don’t speak this language—whoever they are. The doors swung open, revealing a platform. It looked like a waiting station for some kind of transportation—a tramline. Three people stood waiting. None paid any attention to Noylarlie as she entered the waiting zone. She was relieved to see that one of the three was Hashmedai. The other two were Linl—one was an old man with dark skin and gray hair, the other a woman with lighter skin and short blond hair.

      She glanced up and down at them for a few seconds before turning away. It was not every day she saw another race. Plus, Linl were supposed to look like humans. So it’s beings like this Akeia will be interacting with? Interesting, she thought. The tram arrived, consisting of five oval pods joined together. Each pod had sliding doors, which slid open as two Hashmedai exited the tram. Everyone else who had been waiting quickly boarded.

      A network of rails littered the lower section of the streets below. These rails guided the trams across the city at great speeds. The tram she entered was packed tight, leaving no room to sit. Linl and Hashmedai populated the tram. Safe to say, this is a world shared by the two races, she observed, most likely unwillingly, as Linl are only speaking with one another while ignoring Hashmedai and vice versa. Granted, the language barrier didn’t help her. The tram periodically stopped at stations throughout the city as people got on and off. Noylarlie would have to do the same as well…but where? Her answer came when the tram stopped at a location where music was playing in the distance. Must be a gathering place, she thought before exiting.

      She entered a long hallway after leaving the tram station. As she ventured through it, the music became louder and louder. A group of Linl traveled in the opposite direction of the music, stumbling and limping. They were intoxicated. It has to be a bar. She was right.

      A glass door slid open as Noylarlie approached it, and the music vibrated through the air and against her body. The square room was filled to capacity and buzzing with alcohol-fueled Linl and Hashmedai. Tables were scattered about in random placement. On the right side was a bar with a dozen chairs lined up in front of it. Everyone in the establishment was enjoying a drink of some kind or another, and to Noylarlie’s surprise, even a few Linl and Hashmedai were conversing with one another. The keyword here was “few,” since the vast majority kept to their own race.

      She took a seat at the bar. If anyone knew this Ary Parcisei person, hopefully it would be the bartender. Noylarlie knew that people with the “Ary” prefix were of the Aryile race. Someone like that should stand out in an area predominantly filled with Linl and Hashmedai.

      The bartender approached Noylarlie to serve her. He was a large overweight Linl man, wearing a black shirt and slacks. He spoke to her in the Hashmedaian language. “Ah, blue-skin beauty. Rare to see, very nice. What beverage can me provide?” He didn’t speak Hashmedai well.

      “Anything from Taxah will do,” she said.

      “Ale Taxah, very good. Great many blue-skin Hashmedai enjoy.” He produced a bottle of green liquid. White foam exited from the nozzle of the bottle into a glass cup before her, which slowly transformed into the green fluid that was in the bottle. Noylarlie took hold of the glass, and she brought it to her mouth. The cold, thin beverage lowered her body temperature. She needed that, as this world was too hot.

      A Linl man moved past Noylarlie, stopped, and watched her with lust in his eyes. She took notice from the corner of her eye and wasn’t impressed. He claimed the vacant seat next to her and gave her a good top-to-bottom stare before asking in Hashmedai, “How much?”

      She turned to him. “What?”

      “How much for the night? I love the blue-skinned women, amazing Yuntiag.”

      “I’m not selling my body, if that’s what you think,” she shot back angrily.

      “Blue-skin Hashmedai dressed like that, and you’re not selling?”

      “My cybernetics need to breathe.”

      He fetched a small circular object from his pocket. “One thousand credits,” he proposed, “and I’ll pay for your drinks. I promise you won’t want to deal with Hashmedai men ever again!”

      Enough. The man fell to the ground, moaning in pain. Noylarlie had crushed his balls with her telekinetic mind. Her head lowered to see his hands over his crotch. “Talk to me again, and I will rip it off.” She stared at the object in his hands. What the hell is that thing anyway? Right, a credit chit. The credit chit left his hand and ended up in hers. She had forgotten that currency was heavily used in places like this. This would come in handy, like in paying for the drink she had just ordered. “I’ll take your money, but I’m not going to fuck you. Now leave.” He did just that, limping away, his hands magnetized to his crotch.

      “Splendid performance there,” said a voice from behind her.

      Noylarlie spun around to see a man smiling at her. He had brown skin, blond hair, and a tall muscular body, and wore a gray jumpsuit. Scales could be seen on his forearms and the back of his neck. An Aryile. There’s no way it could be this easy, she thought.

      “Parcisei?” she asked.

      “Third-class ranger, Ary Parcisei—your acquaintance is recognized.” He placed his left hand on his right shoulder. “You moved through the city faster than I thought you would.”

      “You were tracking me?”

      He took a seat next her. “A psionic friend of mine told me you’re an associate of Jerut. Spotted your ship entering orbit, but I didn’t want to risk sending out a transmission.”

      “You speak our language quite well,” she said, omitting that he was doing an awful job in faking the accent.

      “Thanks.” He looked around the crowded bar. “Got a place we can chat in secret? Too many ears here.”
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* * *

      Noylarlie had taken a bit of a risk inviting Parcisei onboard the Crimson Arrow. Willfully allowing an Aryile to board her ship and have a seat in the cockpit could go wrong in so many ways. But in order to get this task done, whatever it may be, the two were going to have to trust each other.

      Noylarlie stood off to the side, her arms crossed. “All right, speak.”

      “You no doubt saw that space station and cruiser in orbit, right?” Parcisei asked.

      “I did, yes.”

      “Well, it’s not exactly supposed to be there, and neither is the cruiser. That station is old, built back before the Linl joined the union. It was recently reactivated to conduct some research the union didn’t want done.”

      “Fascinating, but what does that have to do with me?”

      “Someone tipped off the union as to what was going on, and they showed up to shut it down, keeping everyone on board for interrogation.” He smiled at her, but she didn’t react. “This is where you come in—get aboard, get the research data, and blow the place up.”

      “And what of your people?” Not that I care.

      “Not my job to save lives today, and besides, the dead can’t be interrogated.”

      “How many people will be shooting at me?” Better to ask this now, unlike last time.

      “Us! I’m going with you…Oh and two or three squads of rangers will be shooting at us.”

      “I work alone.”

      “You wouldn’t know where to go once on board, and you’re not fooling anyone by saying you’ll read the station’s directory maps, written in the Linl language.”

      “Fine, but don’t get in my way.”

      “You can teleport us to the station when you’re ready. The psionic barrier is disabled as well, thanks to the union taking over the station.”

      Noylarlie closed her eyes to merge her mind with her ship’s computer. Orbital information was displayed, showing the location of the station. Using this data, she was able to get a fix on its exact spot, which was above them. She channeled energy with her cybernetics, blue light flashed, and the two vanished.
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* * *

      The Linl space station was essentially a large disk-shaped object that orbited Morutrin Prime. Inside, a network of tube-shaped hallways stretched throughout the disk. Rooms toward the edge of the disk shape were either cargo holds, docking bays, or airlocks. The middle housed a large testing area for experiments, and outside of that were command operations and crew quarters. A reactor on the underside of the station provided power.

      Noylarlie’s teleport landed the two in a docking bay. She was really hoping it would be the lab so they could be done with this quickly. Nothing is ever easy. They floated in zero gravity between two Radiance transport ships. Parcisei gazed about, having realized where on the station they had landed.

      “Oh, this is perfect,” he said with sarcasm.

      “I wasn’t exactly sure where we should land.”

      He floated over to one of the transport ships, opening its door. “This works out well, actually, since I need equipment.”

      Fair point, but why didn’t he have his equipment to start with? Perhaps that’s why he’s third class. Noylarlie floated toward the exit, which led to the rest of the station. She glanced through the sliding glass door to see what was beyond them. The walls lining the tubular hallways were white, lights all along the tops. This place was overly bright for her liking. Parcisei exited the transport, equipped with combat armor and a magnetic rifle.

      “Lead the way,” she requested.

      Small thrusters on the back of his armor propelled him toward the door. Noylarlie nodded to him that she was ready. His finger flicked a switch on the control panel, and the door slid open as the two slipped through. They made their way down the bright, white hallway, coming to a fork, one of many, in the passageway. She kept behind him as he propelled through the maze of passages. Every hallway looked the same, some with sliding glass doors in them. The rooms the laminated hallways led to, however, were dark.

      Parcisei’s body came to a sudden stop, signaling to Noylarlie to do the same. She looked over his shoulder to see what the holdup was. Three Javnis, one Linl, and a Rabuabin floated within a large chamber. They wore the same combat armor and weapons as Parcisei—Radiance Union rangers.

      “Hope you’re as good as Jerut claims. We need to get past this area,” he said.

      “You’re in my way.” She shoved him aside.

      Her arms glowed as she took aim, and two simultaneous bursts of white fire accelerated forward. The armor of two of the three Javnis who were standing together melted instantly and then burst into flames. The face of the one in the middle was burned off by the blast the other two took. His weightless body spun and squirmed aimlessly and painfully.

      The Linl ranger twisted to see the ambushers. He launched backward as Parcisei’s rifle fired through his chest. Four massive exit wounds on his back spewed out a string of red orbs of blood and mangled tissue. At the same time, the Rabuabin’s body spun out of control as Noylarlie pushed him to the side with a telekinetic thrust. He lost his grip on his weapon, which in turn was psionically possessed by Noylarlie. Her mind commanded it to come about and erupt with projectile fire, turning the center of the Rabuabin’s head into a bloody gorge. Parcisei put the Javnis with his face burned off out of his misery—three rounds through the back of his head—as they left.

      The rest of the rangers onboard heard weapons’ fire and knew trouble was coming their way. They took up defense inside command operations, using the workstations and computer terminals as cover. The duo floated past the station’s free-floating crew, tied-up by the Radiance forces. Parcisei looked at them for a moment and then looked away. Noylarlie grinned at the sight. He wasn’t kidding about not coming here to save lives.

      The duo stopped just shy of the command operation area. An ambush was waiting for them, about two squads’ worth. Noylarlie hovered on the side of the sliding door leading to the operation area and looked at Parcisei. “Close and lock this door immediately after I enter,” she ordered. He nodded and floated his body toward the door’s control terminal.

      A psionic barrier shrouded her as she entered the command operation area to carry out her plan. The door shut and locked behind her as she requested. Without warning, rapid fire from multiple mag rifles impacted her barrier. Every bullet repelled off, blue waves of energy rippling around the areas of the barrier that had been shot. The rangers continued firing, not realizing an Archmage barrier would not weaken so easily. She raised her hands up and far apart, while her eyes closed in deep focus.

      The ceiling slowly ripped apart with her telekinetic thoughts, exposing the whole area to the vacuum of space. Everyone was blown out of the area, her telekinetic thoughts returning quickly to keep herself in place. Her attention was once again back at the top, where the ceiling once was. Her eyes closed, cybernetics glowed, and a barrier like the one that protected her from the shots formed across where the ceiling had been. The atmosphere in the room returned to normal, and she summoned Parcisei to come in. They had almost reached their objective.

      They entered the laboratory—a room made up of testing chambers alongside the walls and rows of computer workstations. Each chamber had a large glass window and an airlock passage leading into it. Parcisei propelled his body toward the first terminal, his fingers quickly racing across its interface. Noylarlie floated past him, gazing her sights forward to get a view of the testing chambers. Each and everyone were empty. Whatever these researchers were doing, it had been removed and cleaned up.

      She focused her psionic mind, attempting to merge it with the computers. She didn’t expect much since these were not Hashmedai computers containing information she could understand. Each computer she checked locked her out, all requiring passcodes—all except the one Parcisei was using, as the passcode was already entered. Her eyes shut, and her mind switched to that particular machine. She was in, but nothing made sense to her. All the data was written in a language she didn’t understand. Then something she understood presented itself—pictures. New data beamed to her brain. It looked like a dossier, profiles of Radiance and Hashmedai people. There was data attached to each picture, but that she could not read. A link was opened up to the computer onboard the Crimson Arrow, and she uploaded her findings.

      A circular hole along the side of the terminal ejected a small data crystal into Parcisei’s hand. “I’m good to head out,” he said.

      Noylarlie’s upload finished. She asked, “How do you plan on destroying this place?”

      He replied, “The reactor underneath should do it. One or two good shots from your ship should set off a nice chain reaction of events.”

      “Let’s get started then.” She charged up her cybernetics for a teleport.
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* * *

      The Crimson Arrow broke low orbit, accelerating toward the space station’s bottom section. The Radiance cruiser was placed in high alert when word came of the three squads of rangers who were lost. It took notice of the Crimson Arrow and plotted an intercept course—too late, however. Two shots from the Crimson Arrow’s plasma cannons project forth, hitting the reactor dead-on. A small sphere-shaped explosion came out the other end of the station. The Crimson Arrow turned sharply away from the station, cruiser, and planet. Noylarlie and her partner in crime had one objective left—survival.

      Just as planned, the station’s reactor melted down and exploded, sending debris in all directions. The Radiance cruiser adjusted course and continued its chase. Scanners relayed new information to Noylarlie’s mind. The station’s destruction was enough to catch the attention of two out of seven Hashmedai destroyers in the area as they powered their engines and made their way over to investigate. The remaining five destroyers will not receive an update for a solid forty minutes or so due to their distance. Unless of course the psionics onboard the two destroyers contacted the ones onboard the five telepathically, and that was all Noylarlie needed.

      She commanded the flight computers with her mind to adjust course once again—this time toward the two destroyers. The Radiance cruiser followed suit and adjusted, either unaware it might have to deal with two Hashmedai destroyers or overly confident it could take the two on.

      Several minutes had passed, and the twin destroyers were now in range. The Crimson Arrow flew past as the destroyers’ forward plasma cannons glowed and took aim at the Radiance cruiser, which paid little attention to the new threat. A barrage of hot plasma green hurled in front of the cruiser, impacting its front shields and psionic over shields. The crew aboard the Radiance cruiser had a strong psionic onboard, possibly two, enhancing the cruiser shields. The cruiser passed by the two destroyers, leaving behind its return fire, a swarm of homing plasma missiles impacting all sides of the two destroyers. It wasn’t enough to take them out of the fight, but it was certainly enough to slow them down, as they had to recover from the blast before changing course to pursue.

      New combat data was transmitted—the remaining Hashmedai destroyers all had their courses dead set on the cruiser as it relentlessly chased its prey. The two other Radiance cruisers adjusted their course to join the action, word of Noylarlie’s actions spreading fast. No doubt every ship in play had a psionic on board; guiding the ships into a conflict their sensors couldn’t quickly track due to the enormous distance between them.

      Neither Parcisei nor she had said a word to each other since the chase began. Parcisei merely wanted the data and the station destroyed, and now they were on the verge of a full-scale naval battle. Noylarlie grew increasingly concerned as each minute passed. Space combat tactics weren’t covered very well in her training as a psionic. She couldn’t move an enemy ship very well with telekinetics, as the mind barrier alone would disrupt that. Unless…her thoughts flashed back to six years ago and the statue of Yemis Hellfire she saw when entering the training facility. There may not be any nearby asteroids in this system to control, but there were plenty of derelict ships. An Archmage like herself should be able to move them.

      Another course of adjustment was made, this time to the closest piece of space hulk. The remains of an old Hashmedai fighter carrier had lain motionless for centuries, and three-quarters of it was completely destroyed, leaving the last remaining aft section floating in a sea of debris. Noylarlie positioned the Crimson Arrow so the carrier’s hulk was directly under it and ultimately the cruiser, which as predicted changed its course to follow.

      The hulk jolted slightly as she performed a test. She was capable of moving it—not with ease, but it could be done. It was going to take every bit of psionic focus to move it. The ship would need to be on autopilot. There was no way she could manage merging her mind with the computer and moving a massive object like that at the same time. The Crimson Arrow darted past the space hulk, and directly behind them was the cruiser, flying the same path. It was nearing the hulk below, so Noylarlie focused on the task at hand. No turning back now.

      She shut her glowing eyes to focus, entering a trance in which the image of the hulk appeared before her. Her mind gripped onto it firmly. The process was draining, causing her heartbeat and breathing to accelerate. It felt like lifting a heavy object above her head and then tossing it far, but instead of intense physical strain, she felt intense mental strain. The hulk quickly shot up toward the underside of the cruiser. She couldn’t hold onto it very long, since such a task was just too energetically draining. But that was OK—it just needed to be in motion at a fast speed to crash into the cruiser. And that’s exactly what happened.

      The cruiser reacted by firing a salvo of missiles at the hulk, the only weapons on the ship they were able to hit from that position. The plasma cannons were on the front and only able to hit targets before it. The missiles impacted and exploded along the hulk, but it was too little too late. The hulk crashed into the cruiser, taking down its shields and dealing critical damage to the ship’s underside. The glow from its engines vanished, as the ship was no long in pursuit—half of it engulfed in flames. The remaining Radiance cruisers ended their chase, promptly returning back to their patrols. Noylarlie’s mind once again merged with the computer systems and adjusted course one last time…to the space bridge.
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* * *

      Noylarlie and Parcisei sat motionless and silent in the Crimson Arrow’s cockpit. An hour after their escape, dialogue resumed. “So I never did tell you where we have to go with this data next, did I?” Parcisei started.

      Noylarlie sighed. That means the mission isn’t over. “Your communication skills are almost on par with Jerut’s,” she said.

      “Right, so Lejorania Sanctum. Drop me off there, and you’re done with this assignment.”

      “Never heard of it.”

      “Linl-turned-Radiance-Union world—orbits a binary star system,” he explained.

      She was puzzled. “That’s suicide. Doesn’t Radiance have massive fleets sitting in all their systems?”

      “They do. That’s why, when we go through the bridge, we’ll have to land outside of the system.”

      Noylarlie reviewed the estimated time of arrival to the space bridge—eleven days. She released her seat belt buckle and floated toward the main section of the ship. “Space bridge is eleven days away. We need to take a cryo nap.”

      Parcisei followed and added, “And quite possibly another one as we arrive.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 10

        

      

    

    
      A fountain of blood spewed across the walls, adding to the gruesome carnage in the autopsy room of the Nevada groom lake black site faculty. Another lifeless victim hit the floor, his head nearly severed from his body as it hung on by a piece of flesh at the back of his neck. One lab worker remained, her body trembling with fear after being forced to watch all her coworkers getting stabbed or sliced to death by an unseen adversary. She had to escape and call for help, but any chance of that lay just behind the room’s entrance, which was a mere three to four meters from the cabinet that currently kept her location concealed.

      Just run, open the door, scream for help, and hope for the best. It seemed simple enough, despite the nearly paralyzing grip of fear all over her body. Everything looked clear, so she put her plan in motion, sprinting to the door, taking care not to trip over the corpse of a colleague who’d tried a similar tactic when the blood bath began. Her hand extended forward to open it as she got close, and then she felt a sharp burning sensation across her wrist. Her hand fell to the ground. The assailant had been waiting for her move this whole time.

      Her fear turned to total shock, having witnessed her hand being severed without warning. Blood poured out to provide circulation to a body part that was now gone. Her screams came out as muffled sounds as the assailant covered her mouth with one hand and ended her life with the other—a burning stab through the back, piercing her heart with precision, burning away at the flesh and blood around it. The last body hit the floor, and with that, the assailant could now reveal herself.

      Phylarlie stared at her handiwork with a devious grin as the woman with the severed hand fell to the floor. She approached the operation table where the lab workers had been focused beforehand. Akeia’s lifeless body lay on it, chasms cut into him. It’s bad enough the humans had to take his life, but now they defile his body by dissecting it? Everyone in this facility was marked for death—the Assassins’ Guild demanded it.

      The door opened, and another lab worker entered before coming to a sudden stop after laying eyes on the carnage before him. “Oh, fuck!” he screamed, his last words.

      Phylarlie vanished into blue light, only to reappear behind him. Her plasma daggers sent his head to the floor with his blood squirting all over her face and chest. Two human soldiers nearby witnessed what happened and sent forth a barrage of bullets from their projectile weapons. She reentered the lab with a jump-port, followed by her reactivating her cloak so that all the soldiers saw was blue light and then nothing.

      The two humans took cover just outside the lab’s entrance, their heads moving from side to side, trying to see what had become of Phylarlie. Lucky for her, the blood splattered on her before jump-porting and cloaking. Had it been the other way around, they would have taken notice of blood dripping off an invisible body. Their attention turned down toward the mutilated, bloody bodies on the floor. One used his communication device to call for help. Bring all your comrades—makes my job easier, Phylarlie thought as she placed stun disks in her hands and walked toward the two who now stepped into the room.

      She positioned herself behind them. Neither was aware of the stun disk placed on his back, as they both continued to move forward with their rifles pointed out. Both soldiers suddenly collapsed to the ground, shaking, after she psionically activated the two disks. With a plasma dagger in each hand, Phylarlie returned to visibility. She gracefully knelt down, simultaneously plunging her left dagger into the back of one soldier’s neck and the right one into the other’s. She remained still for a moment, waiting for the intense heat of her weapons to burn away at the insides of their necks. Small plumes of smoke arose, and she smiled while coming back up to her feet and vanished once again.
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* * *

      Chris took up a defensive position near the autopsy room where Akeia’s body was, alongside Glover, Keys, and Roberts. Frustration followed—he and his team had been on their way out to take on another assignment when the intruder call came in. This would make it the second time this base had been compromised, and the last time, he had seen some strange results.

      He still had no idea how Akeia ended up dead by his hands, as the only brief memory he had of that incident was of the two confronting each other. Then he blacked out for reasons unknown. The scientists here had wanted a reason to cut Akeia open for study, and a bullet to the head gave them just that.

      Victor and Cortez took point, slowly moving down the hall and taking note of the mutilated bodies scattered about. All the bodies were from the first wave of soldiers called in for assistance. The two gave the all-clear, and then a voiced whispered into Chris’s ear. “Saving you for last…” It was a woman’s voice, with a Russian-like accent.

      His reflexes bolted him around to see who it was, but no one was there. “What the fuck?” said Chris.

      Victor and Cortez screamed in pain as their backs burst into flames. Chris, Glover, Keys, and Roberts reacted to assist them, but all four collapsed to the ground seconds after moving. A woman with black hair and pale-blue skin appeared out of nowhere. She held a glowing dagger in each hand, slowly walking toward the four. The burning on Victor and Cortez intensified, to the point that they fell to the ground, both completely engulfed in flames.

      Despite his best efforts, Chris was unable to get up from the ground. It was just like before when Akeia got shot, but this time he could somewhat see what was unfolding before him, even though it was blurry. What materialized as he lay on his side was worse than a nightmare. Phylarlie approached Roberts, rolling him onto his back with the heels of her boots, and knelt down and slit his throat. Glover received the same fate as she gazed into Chris’s eyes with a grin.

      It was now Keys’s turn, so she rolled him onto his back, before she could act he jumped to his feet. The grip of the stunning effect loosened unexpectedly, so Chris followed suit, grabbing hold of his rifle as he came to his feet to face the alien adversary. Surprise enveloped her face as she vanished into blue light and reappeared ten feet down the hall.

      Both Chris and Keys fired nonstop at her, the sounds of gunfire and shell casings echoing throughout the area. The shooting came to an end as the two realized she was nowhere to be seen. She reemerged from the shadows directly behind Keys, and his blood gushed out of two exit wounds on his chest as she plunged her daggers through him with little effort. A second storm of bullets spit from Chris’s rifle, and the woman vanished again. Keys’s body fell to the ground, adding to the death toll.

      No time for Christ to rage and moan for the dead—the stealthy alien visitor still lurked, apparently saving Chris for last. So that’s how it’s goin’ to be? Fucking bring it, he roared internally. Chris maintained his spot, firing bullets into a hallway littered with what appeared to be dead bodies. The sound of rifle fire turned into a clicking noise—his magazine was empty. Well, shit. She clearly had the upper hand in this fight, now more than ever, particularly being able to turn herself invisible at will and get the drop on unsuspecting victims.

      Death never came. His hands moved quickly to change the magazine on his rifle as he retreated back down the hallway he had come from. He came to a full stop after noticing something eerie—bloody handprints appearing on the sides of the wall. A new one slapped itself on the wall every meter or so. Droplets of blood dripped and splattered on the floor ahead, dropping out of thin air. The invisible female alien had been hit by a bullet and was now trying to run away.

      “Gotcha, bitch!” he yelled, releasing a barrage of bullets. His rifle stopped bellowing as he looked around for results—no new blood, and no new drips or bloody handprints either. He moved farther up, firing random shots every so often, just to make sure.

      A razor-sharp object entered his lower abdomen from behind. The sudden shock caused Chris to roar in pain. Suddenly blue light flashed before him and shot upward, while his body fell downward.
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* * *

      The darkness of the night sky made traversing the desert slightly more bearable for Phylarlie, but that wasn’t saying much. The human hitting her with those projectile shots was unexpected. Two rounds hit her—one in her upper left leg, the other in her torso. The plan was to jump-port behind him to finish him off, but her abilities were slow on activating as her battery power became low.

      Rookie move, she thought to herself. A soft chime echoed from her suit, reminding her of the current status of her battery pack. She had spent quite a lot of time in stealth prior to all this—hitching a ride to the airport, evading the humans’ security systems, avoiding detection onboard the aircraft. Then there was the conflict she endured while protecting Jazz, and not once had she swapped batteries or recharged the current one. The final stab against that human wasn’t plasma-charged either; just the unenhanced sharpness of her blade.

      She sat down on the warm sandy terrain and deactivated her cloak. At this point it was best to have the suit’s medical systems take over and heal her wounds with what little battery power remained. She was a good distance away from the human base anyway. Much better, she thought, with the cloak off and all other systems on standby. Her body began to heal from the projectile wounds at a much faster rate.

      Bright blue light appeared a short distance away from her. Her attention snapped to that location—someone had teleported to her. She arose, pulling her sore body to its feet and arming herself with her daggers. They were powered off to conserve power, but the blade alone was still capable of damage. Her glowing red-orange eyes scanned the area, looking for her newfound guests. Off in the distance were two pairs of red glowing eyes quickly moving toward her. She did the same, limping toward them. Whoever they were, she knew they were here with good intentions. If they wanted to fight, she’d already have been attacked. There was no secondary blue light either, which meant one of the two was a psionic. Yeah, definitely here to talk.

      Face-to-face contact was made. It was the blue-haired female assassin Phylarlie had encountered trying to capture Jazz, and a male psionic. The psionic’s eyes were firmly locked on Phylarlie’s, and she gazed back, wondering what thoughts could be going through his head. Lust perhaps? Not that she had a problem with that—his fit cybernetic chest was exposed and quite tempting.

      “Not bad, little one,” the assassin said. “I had my doubts on tipping you to this location.”

      Phylarlie’s head moved away from the shirtless psionic and looked the assassin. “Tipping?” Phylarlie asked. Then she remembered the transmission that had led her here. “That was you?”

      “You’re young and inexperienced. I figured you could use the info.” she said.

      Phylarlie’s face developed a puzzled look, since the two of them did try to kill each other not long ago. “You’re helping me after fighting me?”

      “Our missions conflicted before. It happens from time to time. The guild doesn’t think things like that through, only issuing the kill orders.” She looked at Phylarlie’s wounds and shook her head in pity. “Which brings me to why I’m here.”

      The assassin activated a holographic window, displaying General Hilemei’s meeting with human politicians. Phylarlie’s heart skipped a beat at the sight. “He’s here.”

      Hilemei was a high-value target in the Hashmedai military. He had led and planned battles against the Hashmedai with deadly results. Each and every assassin was ordered to kill him on sight, regardless of whatever other missions they were working on. This had resulted in the deaths of countless assassins. Hilemei was a cunning and formidable adversary, and hordes of bodyguards protected him. But bodyguards were clearly not with him this time around.

      “You, me, and my mate are going to kill him in front of his newfound human friends,” she said.

      “I hope you have a plan. He’s not a target you use brute force on,” Phylarlie said.

      The assassin smiled. “Of course we do, little one. We’re going to make history.” She nodded to the psionic, and his cybernetics gathered power to teleport the three. “When this is all over, I’m going to recommend the guild send you contracts requested by Jerut’s associates.”

      Phylarlie face developed a confused look.

      “If you’re interested, of course,” added the assassin. “The rewards are…incredible.”

      Blue light flashed out from the psionic, and all three of them vanished.
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* * *

      Alisha and Jason sat next to each other in the office of the Westside Institute of the Gifted, located in downtown LA. Their young daughter Hannah for years had displayed strange characteristics, which doctors had no explanation for. From the time she was born until she was four years old, she never spoke a word, prompting experts to believe she perhaps had a language-based or speech disorder. Then, without warning, she started speaking on the same level as any typical four-year-old. It was as if she had been speaking all along. Between ages four and eight, she hit another wall. Not only did her speech remain like that of a four-year-old, but her school lessons were not being learned. On her eighth birthday, her vocabulary improved as she got perfect scores on all her school assignments. A test shortly afterward revealed her IQ to be 125, well above average. Her twelfth birthday had passed not long ago, four years after her last mysterious boost in brainpower. With that came a new surprise—her ability to speak languages she’d never been exposed to, along with several other mysteries. Alisha didn’t quite know how to explain it.

      Dr. Dianna Lee reached out to Alisha after discovering Hannah’s “strange gift,” as she called it. Experts at the institute the doctor worked for had seen cases like hers in the past and had a work program set up to allow children like her to grow and learn. And of course, at the same time, this provided Dr. Lee with subjects to study.

      Hannah sat on a stool behind Alisha and Jason, her attention focused on the book in her small hands—Animal Farm by George Orwell. In front of Alisha and Jason was a desk with a petite Asian woman: Dr. Dianna Lee.

      “She’ll be in good hands here, Ms. Levesque,” said Dr. Lee, adjusting her glasses.

      “Yeah, it’s just that we’ll have to move out here. I wish you all had a place like this back in Montreal,” Alisha said with a laugh.

      “Well, take all the time you need to think about this and make plans if you do choose to have Hannah enrolled here,” Dr. Lee advised. “Would you like to take a look at some of our classrooms?”

      “Sure, I’d love that,” Alisha said, turning to face Hannah with a brimming smile. “Hannah, hon, do you want to visit the classrooms with me?”

      Hannah lowered the book to look at Alisha. “OK,” she said reluctantly.

      The institute was really just empty office space in a high-rise building. Cubicles were shifted around to form makeshift classrooms, and a computer lab area off to the side provided students with printers, desktop computers, and soft beanbag chairs to sit on when they chose to use laptops. Dr. Lee led the trio in and showed them around. Each classroom had no more than six kids, and each child sat at a desk working on an assignment. The instructor addressed them individually in assigning new tasks.

      Alisha’s gaze went down to her child. “So what do you think? These kids are gifted just like you.”

      “I don’t see anyone,” said Hannah.

      Alisha’s face slowly flushed as she faced Dr. Lee. “Sorry, sometimes she doesn’t see what’s there…and sees things that aren’t.”

      “No need to apologize,” said Dr. Lee. “Many students here are the same way.”

      “Can we get something to eat, Mom?” asked Hannah.

      “Yeah, I’m not gonna lie—I’m starving,” Jason added.

      “I guess we’ll step out for a bit,” said Alisha.

      “Not a problem. Come back anytime while you’re still here in LA,” said Dr. Lee as she handed over a large envelope to Alisha. “This package contains all the details about our group and studies.”

      “Thanks, I’ll look over it tonight,” Alisha assured her.

      Dr. Lee showed the family the way to the elevators. As the doors were shutting, Alisha gazed at Hannah. Her child was staring directly at Dr. Lee with a perplexing look on her face. Dr. Lee stared back and smiled.
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* * *

      Jazz looked up toward the nighttime East Coast sky. He stood outside the balcony of their safe house to warm up every so often. His Hashmedaian acquaintances insisted on having the air conditioner on max, effectively turning the cottage into an icebox just like their ship. On occasion, when his guests weren’t close by, he left the balcony door open to let in some of the summer heat.

      He had heard someone step outside a solid four minutes ago, so he knew he was not alone, but whoever it was said or did nothing else. Finally, out of curiosity, he looked back. Kroshka’s slender body leaned on the side of the entrance to the balcony, her semi glowing eyes fixed on Jazz. She smiled and lightly waved her hand, making eye contact. Onatiasha sat in the kitchen nearby, consuming the last of her meal—black forest ham—and taking notice of Kroshka’s fascination with Jazz. He returned his sights to the sea of stars above.

      Kroshka finally moved forward, standing next to Jazz. She let a few seconds pass before she said, “So much different here—the layout of the stars in the sky. On Paryo it’s all in a different spot.”

      Jazz kept his gaze on the stars, leaning forward on the balcony rail. “I can only imagine.”

      She raised her index finger and pointed toward a bright star. “That’s our star, the one Paryo orbits.”

      “Really?”

      She giggled, lowering her arm. “No, it’s not. I honestly have no idea where it is in these skies.”

      “So you came here with your brother, right?” Jazz asked.

      “Yes, along with Onatiasha’s team.”

      “How did you end up alone in Vegas?”

      She closed her eyes and paused for a moment. “We were ambushed, I am not sure who did it. They used projectile weapons, which suggests humans.” Her eyes opened again, and she clenched her lips briefly. “Or Radiance, but only their scientists came to this world.” She continued on as Jazz turned to her. “Akeia and I managed to escape. Fearing for my safety, he made a deal with some men—had me smuggled out to the western side of this continent.”

      “Has there been any sign of your brother as of late?”

      “I haven’t been able to reach his mind lately. I fear the worst.” Her face looked sorrowful.

      She knows damn well he’s probably dead, Jazz thought. “Well, hopefully Onatiasha will find him and figure out a way for y’all to get off this rock.” Something to cheer her up.

      She paused for a few seconds and then gazed at Jazz with a captivating grin. “You should come with us.”

      “I ain’t no astronaut. I don’t belong outside of this world.” His face turned back to the sky. “Nobody needs me out there.”

      She headed back inside, having had enough of the heat. “I’ll need you out there,” she whispered.

      “For what?” Jazz turned around.

      Her steps toward the door halted as she curved her head toward him. Still maintaining that smile, her hand waved goodnight to him, and then she entered the light of the cottage living room.

       

      Jazz found himself back in the kitchen with a bottle of vodka in his hands. Onatiasha was seated next to the kitchen countertop as Jazz poured himself a drink. Her fast hands grabbed the glass and pulled it over to her before Jazz could get a grip on it.

      “Oh, come on—that wasn’t for you!” he exclaimed.

      The glass of vodka was just below her nose, and she grinned before pouring it down her throat. She slammed the empty glass down onto the counter. “Amazing,” she said. “There’s a drink back home that tastes and smells exactly like this.” Her index finger pushed the glass back to Jazz. The look on her face said it all—she wanted more. He poured more vodka into the glass, along with a second glass, which he kept away from her.

      “Ah, so booze exists in outer space as well.” He took a sip of his drink, and she did the same. “Do your people get drunk, too?”

      “On occasion, yes. I once had to escort a drunken Prince Akeia and some whore-turned-Archmage back to her suite.” She took another gulp of her drink.

      Jazz let out a subtle laugh. “Sounds like drunken hookups are also a thing out in the cosmos.”

      “Hookups?” She wasn’t familiar with all the English slang terms.

      “Uh, sex.”

      “Copulation you mean?”

      “Yeah, sure, that works.”

      “Then, yes, hookups do happen on our world.”

      The two finished their drinks, and Jazz realized she was out drinking him. “So what’s the deal with an Archmage?” he asked, pouring another round. “Sounds like something straight out of Dungeons and Dragons or some shit.”

      “It’s a title given to extremely powerful psionics who work closely with the empress.” She clasped her third glass of vodka. “They can tear your internal organs apart just by thinking about it.”

      He nodded. “That’s some fucked-up shit.”
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* * *

      Gavin and Anna sat in the waiting room of Cedars-Sinai Medical Center. Out from the corner stepped Dr. Jakins, an older man with thinning gray hair and a short sage-like beard. Gavin’s eyes zoomed in on the envelope Jakins carried as he approached the couple.

      “There it is,” said Gavin.

      Jakins’s withered hands presented the envelope to Anna as she and Gavin got up from their seats. “The gender of your unborn child is inside,” Jakins said, smiling.

      “Now to spend the next month debating if we should open it or not,” Anna said, grasping the envelope and her purse. “Is Dr. Lee here by chance?”

      “Unfortunately, no—she had to attend to her second job at the Westside Institute.”

      “No worries,” said Anna. “Tell her we said ‘hello.’”

       

      Gavin’s car decelerated as it pulled into the driveway of their suburban home. Anna stepped out of the car first while looking at the house. She didn’t move. “Gavin…did you leave the front door open?” she asked.

      “No,” he said, walking toward the front door. “Oh, shit.” The door was wide open, but he was 100 percent sure he had shut and locked it before they had headed out. He ran into the house, expecting the worst, such as valuables gone or damaged. Ever since Radiance showed up on Earth, some people had been acting rash, as if the world were coming to an end or something.

      Their home was indeed ransacked—the broken door was a dead giveaway. Furniture was overturned and pictures tossed off the wall. Every single drawer and cabinet was open, from what he could tell as he ran through each room of the house. Hoping the intruder was still in the act, he hungered for a fight at the sight of his beloved sanctuary.

      He made two rounds, but nobody was in sight. Oddly, the TV, stereo, and massive Blu-ray collection were still there. The disks were knocked over and spread out across the floor, but none was missing. Why break in but not take anything? “Anna!” he shouted as he entered their bedroom. “Doesn’t look like they made off with anything. Is your stuff good?”

      Anna felt calm and relieved as she knelt before a hidden safe in their closet. It was open, but by her, and she held in her hand the one item she kept inside it—a red gem with a glowing sphere in its center. It was a crazy piece of jewelry her mother had given her when Anna was a small child.
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* * *

      Phylarlie examined her injuries while floating in the zero-g environment on the transport ship she was teleported to. She could barely see the scars, as the new battery pack for her suit had significantly sped up the healing. A hand from behind grabbed a lock of her free-floating hair.

      “Cute,” Lettielia concluded as Phylarlie spun around to face her. Lettielia held Phylarlie’s white highlighted hair in her fingers.

      “It’s a human style,” said Phylarlie. “As primitive as they are, they know how to look good.”

      Blue light flooded the interior of the ship. As it vanished, Nodevar and Whigli appeared, floating next to each other. “Hilemei is not going to walk from this,” said Nodevar, activating a holographic window that displayed images of a large human structure. “Hilemei, a scholar, and two rangers will be speaking to the human leadership at this building. They call it the ‘United Nations.’”

      “They’ll most likely have personal shields active,” said Phylarlie. “Disks won’t stick to them.”

      “Incineratary disks below their feet will generate enough heat to weaken their shields, provided they aren’t in combat armor,” Lettielia interjected. “From there you can take down the shields with three or four strikes with your blade.”

      Phylarlie had not known that but did her best to suppress her surprise. Good to know next time I’m assigned a Radiance soldier as my target.

      Nodevar’s hologram switched to an image of the Javnis and Rabuabin soldiers. “These two need to be dealt with right away. They are armed and pose the biggest threat.” Hilemei’s holographic image appeared after the previous one vanished. “Hilemei doesn’t seem to be armed, so this will be a matter of neutralizing his guards and then dealing with him.”

      “What about the scholar?” asked Lettielia.

      A hologram of Odelea loaded. “She’s not a psionic, unlike most Radiance scholars. Ignore her—she can’t do anything.”

      Lettielia’s eyes moved up and down the image of the scholar’s small slim body. “So small and defenseless.” She smiled at Nodevar. “Can I kill her anyway?”

      Nodevar rolled his eyes. “Why do you bother asking? You’re going to do it regardless.”

      Lettielia gripped her dagger and glided it across the scholar’s image. This woman loves her job too much, Phylarlie thought. “So how do we pull this off?”

      “Lettielia and I will deal with the soldiers,” Nodevar said. “You will keep Hilemei busy until we are finished; then it will be a matter of the three of us competing for the kill shot.”

      A wave of uneasiness flooded Phylarlie’s stomach, and it wasn’t related to the zero-g environment. Toe to toe with him? The great general? “Why me on Hilemei?”

      “Because you have no experience taking down personal shields.” Guess he saw my inexperience through my surprised face earlier. Damn.

      The hologram vanished. Nodevar addressed Whigli. “We need you to stay aboard until we’re finished. We can’t risk anything happening to you, as you’re our only means of escape.”

      Whigli nodded. “Understood. When do we leave?”

      Nodevar replied, “They’ll be meeting with the humans in a few hours. This will be a historic assassination. It’s only fair we allow the human population to witness it.”
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* * *

      Ure Dalcea's feet marched discreetly along the sidewalk. He didn't have a specific destination in mind, just an urgency to put as much distance between himself and the home of Gavin and Anna Chambers. A home he just finished turning upside down. As a linl none of humans going about their day took notice of him. To them he looked like man taking a stroll in the suburban neighbourhood of this Los Angeles community.

      His commutation ear implant received an auto only transmission. The Celestial Order no doubt requesting an update on the situation after he cut them off to flee. “Do you have it?” communicated Ure Sinzihea.

      “Anna and her husband entered before I could finish my search. So no I don't” Dalcea whispered in reply. “I can try again later-”

      “Don't bother; they're going to be much more alert now.”

      “So now what?”

      “I will find another way to get the gem from her. In the meantime contact Gab Delinei and regroup with the others.”
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      Telepathy was the only known method of faster-than-light communication. Psionics powerful enough were able to send messages across the cosmos to other psionics in real time. Not all psionics had this level of power. Assassins, for example, could only receive telepathic communications, and even then, when they got a message, often it was cloudy and unclear. All Hashmedai battle groups were required to have at least one psionic strong enough for deep space telepathy. The Radiance Union had one psionic of this power on board each of their ships, and naturally psionics were much more commonplace in the Radiance Union due to their ability to create them at will. Given the long travel times between star systems, this form of communication was the only other means of knowing what was happening out there in space, since data transmissions could only travel at the speed of light.

      Empress Y’lin sat on her throne. It had been eight years, from her perspective, since she last laid eyes on her beloved children, Kroshka and Akeia. Command ships going through the space bridge always took multiple years to reappear due to the total mass of the vessel and the smaller ships within it. Nevertheless an eight-year wait was considerably faster than sub–light speed. The last status update from the command ship had been transmitted to her five or six months ago, and that update had brought worry and anxiety to her heart. An unknown assailant had ambushed the recon team, and Akeia and Kroshka were missing.

      This news was followed by her putting in a request to the Assassins’ Guild. She asked that an agent be sent to the human world to find and terminate all those responsible and assist the surviving recon team members in locating the royal siblings. She tried to make contact again but had little success. Contacting a mind in a region of space one had never been to was difficult, especially at Y’lin’s age. Other than being told an assassin had been sent out, she had not received an update on that matter…until now.

      A transmission from a psionic onboard the command ship that had been sent to the human world entered Y’lin’s mind. She instantly paused all other telepathic messages she was receiving to focus squarely on this one, hoping for good news. It was not. “Your Majesty, I have troubling news to deliver to you.”

      “Speak.” Imagery recorded by a human security device at a human military base beamed to her mind, showing Akeia’s demise. A human ended his life without mercy, with a primitive projectile weapon. Additional images flooded into her grieving mind of Akeia’s body being subjected to torture and interrogation. Y’lin fell from the throne to the floor, her hands covering her face as she let out a scream filled with agony. Her son, her firstborn, the future emperor to the Hashmedai Empire was dead. Her children should be the ones to witness her life come to an end. Not her be the one to witness the last moments of his life.

      “Kroshka is missing and presumed dead as well, since Akeia was protecting her after the ambush,” the psionic relayed telepathically.

      Both my children dead? With that, no heirs to the throne existed. These thoughts wreaked havoc on her mind and soul. Her screams echoed across the throne room as her fist slammed on the floor over and over, her sadness transforming into rage. There was no movement in her body for several minutes, but her orange eyes twitched as they peered down at the white floor. If Hashmedai had tear ducts, she would be crying uncontrollably.

      She checked to make sure her mind was still connected to the psionic, and it was. Slowly but surely, Y’lin lifted herself back to her feet. “Pass these orders on to Himton.”

      “Your Majesty, Himton is dead. Jerut is in command now.”

      What is going on there? She didn’t bother to inquire about what happened to the vice admiral. Her only concern now was issuing this next order. “Then tell Jerut this.” The fingers on her left hand clenched into a fist, a trembling fist full of hate and rage. “Glass the planet. Strike them down. Make the entire human race suffer and die horribly.”

      “And of the Radiance ship in orbit?”

      “That ship should have been taken care of the moment you saw it! Destroy it, and render the whole star system devoid of all life that is not Hashmedai.”
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* * *

      The bridge of the command ship was full of activity and energy among its crew. Jerut sent out the battle station’s command as soon as he got the update from the psionic who made contact with Empress Y’lin. A dozen holographic displays surrounded Jerut, giving him updates related to the battle-readiness of the fleet docked inside the command ship. Eighty-four percent of all ship captains had reported in, stating they were ready for action. A new window opened in front of Jerut, displaying combat readies for the command ship. Shields, check. Weapons, check. Main engines, check.

      “We’re almost ready, sir,” said Jaroin to Jerut.

      “Excellent. Inform the captains of the fleet that we will not be glassing the entire planet right away, only part of it.”

      “Sir?”

      “Slight modification to the plan—there are…valuable assets on the planet we need to acquire first.” He was sharing only part of the truth with that statement. “Full planetary glassing will commence afterward.”
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* * *

      A last-second meeting was called among members of the UN. The general assembly building in New York City filled up as representatives from around the world took their seats to hear the message the Radiance Union had to deliver to the human race. President Steward gave a moving speech about humanity, its origins, and its possible fate if people around the world didn’t change their ways.

      Odelea didn’t remember much of the speech; she was focused on what was beyond the podium—so many people, so many cameras. When Hilemei would be making his address to the leaders of humanity, she would be translating…and everyone would turn their attention to her. She had thought she had control of that trembling feeling in her hands, but it came right back, stronger than ever.

      The organizers of this gathering weren’t OK with the idea of Gengei and Xyniea carrying their rifles. According to members of the UN, this meeting was supposed to be about achieving peace and nonviolent solutions so the Radiance Union could provide assistance to the coming storm. Rifles didn’t project a peaceful image in the media. In the end Radiance got their way, since being an alien visitor was a convincing reason to get the rules bent.

      The game plan was for Hilemei to reveal that a challenge awaited the human race and that the only way to win was for everyone to work together to end world conflicts; to end racism, sexism, homophobia, and all other matters humans often fought over; and of course, to accept help from the Radiance Union when the time came. The bit about the Hashmedai threat was to be omitted—no need to spark mass panic around the world. The government authorities of the United States and its allies, of course, were secretly briefed about the Hashmedai.

      Unknown to the rest of the attendees, three Hashmedai assassins stood in the shadows, invisible to everyone. Hilemei began his speech while the scholar translated. Phylarlie, alongside Lettielia and Nodevar, slowly made her way closer to the stage where the four Radiance members stood.

      Lettielia looked at the Rabuabin and asked, using her communication implant, “So what about her—the Rabuabin.”

      “I have a plan to deal with her—don’t worry,” Nodevar explained, his eyes fixed on their prey. “Just kill the Javnis.”

      They continued their approach, slithering past reporters and attendees.

       

      Gengei stood still, Hilemei to his left and Xyniea on the right. He was surprised how well the humans had acted since their arrival. He always imagined a first-contact situation like this to result in riots or their being captured for experimental studies. Perhaps the Radiance council is wrong to assume humanity is a threat, Gengei thought. There are indeed some good people in their society. Hilemei continued speaking while Odelea, as nervous as she was, translated for the humans.

      An unexpected proximity alert warning transmitted from his jumpsuit to his head. His suit had been recently outfitted with advanced scanners, which had a chance of detecting the presence of Hashmedaian assassins. It wasn’t totally reliable, especially against one target—but two or more?

      His eyes quickly scanned the nearby area—just humans with their attention squared on Odelea and Hilemei. His posture changed from a relaxed guard to a tense soldier ready for an ambush as his hands discreetly reached behind his back to grip his magnetic rifle.

      Xyniea’s attention shifted to Gengei, and she asked, “What’s wrong?”

      “Someone here is wearing a cloaking device and getting close,” he whispered to her.

      Hilemei overheard what was said and paused briefly before continuing his address to the humans.

       

      “He knows we’re here,” said Phylarlie as she got behind Hilemei.

      “He must have those new scanners. Not to worry—he still has no idea exactly where we are or how many of us are here,” said Nodevar.

      Lettielia made her way behind the now-alert Javnis, and Nodevar climbed up to the podium next to his target—the Rabuabin. Both his daggers were firmly held in his hands when he asked, “All in position?”

      “Check,” confirmed Lettielia.

      “Ready,” confirmed Phylarlie.

       

      Gengei’s detection scanner sent more warnings to his head that an attack was imminent, but nothing was happening. The sounds of small objects falling next to his feet were heard. His heightened sense of awareness forced his eyes to fix in on what was going on below him—assassin disks. This is it. “Assassin!” he shouted as he leaped toward Hilemei, pushing him away. Their personal shields slammed into each other, creating a blue ripple between them.

      The commotion got the audience concerned and speaking among themselves. A few humans stood up to see what was going on as security in the back was alerted. A plume of flames shot up into the air, ignited by the disks meant for Gengei. A second set of flames blazed forward, interacting with Xyniea’s shields, as three Hashmedaian assassins emerged from their cloaked invisible states.

      A male assassin unleashed a fury of slashes from his charged plasma dagger, all hits impacting on Xyniea’s shields. The last hit saw her shield fail, and she was exposed. That was the least of his worries. A female assassin stood glaring directly at Gengei, no doubt upset that he had evaded her ambush. There was a third assassin as well, right next to him, but he didn’t get a look at her as she vanished and left behind a trail of blue light.

      Three shots traveling at half the speed of light exited his rifle and darted toward the female assassin directly in front of him. Two shots missed, while the third hit her in the chest—not that it mattered, since heavy assassin armor was capable of easily absorbing weapons’ fire provided the batteries were fully charged…and they were.

      The impact of the shot sent the female assassin flying backward as if a speeding vehicle had hit her. Seconds before she hit the ground, blue light enveloped her. Gengei spun around and fell backward the instant he laid eyes on the light. He knew damn well where she was jump-porting to—behind him. Sure enough she appeared, but instead of seeing his back, she saw his face as he fell backward and fired a barrage of unfocused rounds in her general direction. She initiated another jump-port, vanishing from sight this time to an unknown location.

      Gengei looked up to see Xyniea facedown on the ground. His jumpsuit relayed her vital signs to his head—alive. She must have eaten a stun disk…or five. Hilemei had a male assassin and another female thrusting and slashing away at his shields. Off in the distance, sounds of humans screaming and running away were heard, followed by the sounds of blood and body parts splashing on the ground. The female assassin jump-ported away to deal with the human security personnel, and one by one, their mutilated bodies fell to the ground after she jump-ported behind them. There was nothing Gengei could do. She was just too fast. All he could see was blue light repeatedly teleporting her from one helpless victim to the next.

      Hilemei was about to become one of those helpless victims once his shields failed, as he was clearly the primary target of this assault. Gengei rose to his feet and took aim at the female assassin attacking Hilemei. She wore light armor—an easy target. Two shots into her exposed belly should do the trick. He pulled the trigger.

      The female assassin from earlier appeared directly in front of him, jamming both her daggers toward the left and right sides of his head, causing his shot to miss. If not for his shields, those daggers would have made a bloody mess of his head. Every second she applied pressure to her attack drained his shield strength by 5 to 10 percent. He lunged backward to the ground to escape her death grip and then got back to his feet with a back flip followed by a nonstop barrage of shots bursting from his rifle.

      The female jump-ported away. With all the jumps she’d been making, her battery was most likely low enough that a direct hit could be dangerous. She was not taking chances. The male assassin still had enough juice in him to take some hits, and it clearly showed as two of Gengei’s shots hit him straight in the back. The male assassin spun around and tumbled to the ground.

      The final visible assassin, the one with light armor, still stood her ground, attacking Hilemei with lightning-fast slashes, each grazing the sides of Hilemei as he ducked and evaded every lunge. His shields were down. This needs to end, Gengei thought as the assassin placed a stun disk on Hilemei, bringing him to his knees.

      She aggressively grabbed a fistful of Hilemei’s hair, pulling it up and exposing his neck. Gengei quickly aimed his rifle at the side of her head. Her hand guided the dagger forward toward Hilemei’s exposed neck as his finger moved forward to pull the trigger. It stopped halfway there. The elusive female assassin once again jump-ported before him, but something was different this time.

      She held Odelea, placing one of her daggers just below her neck, the index finger on her other hand waving side to side at Gengei.

      The assassin’s dagger was close enough that the heat from the plasma energy was starting to sear away the flesh on Odelea’s neck. Gods, she’s still young. Her trembling hands reached out toward Gengei in agony. Just then the sound of flesh being slashed and burned away was heard, and Hilemei’s body fell to the ground, blood gushing out of his neck. His blood-soaked hands covered the massive wound, trying to stop the bleeding.

      Gengei fell down to his knees in utter disgust at himself. He shut his eyes, as he couldn’t bear to see the truth. After all that work, he had failed in his duty to protect the general. And now Odelea was kicked to the ground directly in front of the assassin. Odelea attempted to get back up by pushing off with her knees, but a boot from the female assassin smashed against her head, pushing her back to the ground. Her dagger took aim at the back of Odelea’s neck and plunged downward to her. The dagger launched out of the assassin’s hands and its blade sunk into the wall nearby.

      Gengei heard the dagger hit the wall, and his eyes opened to see the assassin staring in shock as another person joined the fray. Karklosea, the Abyssal Explorer’s shipboard Linl psionic. Hilemei must have called for help during the conflict.

      Using her telekinesis, she levitated in the air as a means to instill fear into the three assassins. The speed at which she arose caused her short blond hair to wave about. Her hands clamped together as they glowed along with the four vertically cylindrical objects mounted to her heavily cybernetic-augmented back. Several purple orbs of plasma conjured right before her and then launched toward the assassin trio with devastating force. One by one, the assassins jump-ported out of sight as balls of hot plasma hit the floor and set it on fire. Eventually the assassins were no longer seen, having vanished with their cloaking devices.

      Karklosea’s green eyes turned to Hilemei as she floated above him, her hands extended forward. She focused her mind, shutting her eyes and triggering the network of cybernetics covering the left and right sides of her body—exposed from beneath her long gown. The middle of her chest and belly were also exposed to reveal a secondary network of implants. A tight barrier was fashioned around Hilemei’s neck, keeping his blood inside.

      She gazed down toward Gengei while still hovering above. “On your feet, Commander. We must leave at once.”

      He got to his feet but not because she requested it. “Take the general.” His head turned to the carnage in the assembly. “The humans will want an explanation for what happened.”

      “You’ll be staying, then?” she asked.

      He looked at Odelea, who was lying on the ground and yelping in fear. Xyniea, too, was still on the ground. They must have used multiple stun disks to put her out that long. “I’m going to need their help. All three of us will stay for now.”

      Answering for people on the ground was a dirty move, even by his standards. But they came to this world as a team, and he wanted to see this mission through with them. Karklosea nodded and then vanished into bright blue light along with Hilemei.
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* * *

      The assassin trio returned to their transport ship in orbit. Whigli had been quick to react to their call for escape when the Linl psionic unexpectedly showed up. Phylarlie wondered how none of the three saw her teleport in. They must have tunnel-visioned pretty hard—rookie move. Whigli floated over to the cockpit, entering what seemed like a trance, probably merging his mind with the ship’s computer systems.

      No one had spoken a word since teleporting back up, much to Phylarlie’s surprise. They had just made the kill of the century, and she was the one who landed the killing blow. “So how do you think the guild will reward us for taking down Hilemei?” she asked.

      “Nothing, because he’s probably still alive,” Nodevar replied bitterly.

      “His wounds were fatal. If he’s not dead yet, he will be soon,” Phylarlie said.

      “You should have cut his head off. It would have made a nice present for the empress.” Nodevar spun his weightless body around to face Phylarlie. “And it would have guaranteed a high-profile target like him wouldn’t receive top-level medical attention. You have much to learn, little one.”

      “I agree,” Lettielia interjected. “Always remove body parts—it increases the chances of your target not surviving through surgery if he is recovered.” Lettielia reached behind to remove an object out of her back pouch. “And like Nodevar said, battle trophies are splendid.” She presented a severed human hand still holding a weapon, undoubtedly from one of the security guards she had slaughtered during the ambush.

      Both Phylarlie and Nodevar’s heads jerked backward in shock as orbs of weightless blood floated off the hand. “Lettielia, what the fuck?” Nodevar shouted.

      Devious laughter erupted from Lettielia’s mouth as she pushed her body backward, floating to the rear of the transport. Lettielia pointed the severed hand toward the three in front of her and made weapons’ fire noises. Phylarlie and Nodevar looked on in disgust.

      Whigli’s head slowly turned around to gaze at what was going on behind him, his nose twitching slightly. “She’s crazy,” he concluded.

      Nodevar floated forward into the cockpit and said, “She’s sexually frustrated and a Black Fluid addict.”

      Black Fluid was the name given to the venom of a small fish that lived in the oceans of J’kin. The fish released a thick black liquid from its fins as a defense whenever it felt threatened by predators in the ocean. Hashmedai, however, were immune to its poisonous effects, as discovered by the first explorers to that world.

      What the explorers also discovered was that if a Hashmedai were to ingest the venom, there were psychedelic effects, some of them permanent to longtime users. For the best effect, the venom needed to be fresh, as it lost potency the longer it remained in contact with oxygen. Often the fish was placed alive and whole in the mouth of a user, forcing it to release its toxins. Once the deed was done, it was tossed back into a fish tank for future use.

      “Perhaps you should copulate with her to keep her sane,” said Phylarlie.

      Nodevar turned to her, an upset look on his face. “You’re the second person to suggest that to me.”

      “Perhaps you should take that advice. She scares me,” said Whigli.

      “I grow tired of pleasing a woman like that.” Nodevar quickly glimpsed at Whigli. “You should give it a try, my friend. Her vagina can teach a young one like you things younger woman can’t.”

      Whigli grinned for a moment and paused. “I’m not sure what’s more disturbing—the state of her mind or the fact that you intentionally penetrated her in the past.”

      Phylarlie chuckled as Nodevar’s lips curled.

       

      Some time had passed as Phylarlie moved toward the middle of the transport to take inventory of her equipment, mainly her disks. A lot had been used in the last two operations. She noticed Whigli looking at her, giving her that same stare from when they first encountered each other in the desert.

      “Do I amuse you?” she bluntly asked.

      “You look…familiar,” he said.

      “You don’t to me.” She finished her inventory check. Good to go for a few more missions.

      “Do you have a sister?”

      Phylarlie froze, and her eyes opened wide. Noylarlie’s existence was supposed to be a secret. “What prompts you to ask such a personal question?” she asked.

      “Forget I asked.” Whigli peered out the cockpit’s window with the human world in view, and he then asked, “Have you encountered any interesting peaceful places on this world yet?”

      Phylarlie floated next to him in the cockpit and pointed to the southern polar region. “Down there, it reminds me of Paryo and the great plains of Taxah.”

      Whigli’s gaze returned to her. “We have a bit of free time before we plan our next move. Let me take you there.”

      Phylarlie suspected something was up, but a break to relax would help her prepare for the challenges ahead. Besides, those penguins are so cute.
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* * *

      Phylarlie and Whigli materialized from the blue light of his teleport. Snow and ice were all they were able to see for miles, with a cluster of penguins meandering about. A joyful smile appeared on her face as she ran over to get a closer look at them. Whigli followed behind, walking and taking his time to observe the terrain. She knelt beside a small group of penguins, one of many in the area. One took interest in her, waddling its way over and bobbing its head up and down to examine her. Her holographic display appeared above her, recording the encounter as she gently brushed her fingers across its head.

      Whigli stood behind, watching her for a moment before asking, “Does the name Noylarlie sound familiar to you?”

      No point hiding it now. Clearly he knows her. “Yes.” She turned back to look at him. “And you shouldn’t know her.”

      “We attended the psionic Academy together,” he said.

      Phylarlie’s interactions with the penguins stopped as she stood up to fully face him. “So she was discovered?” Whigli nodded. “Tell me everything you know about her,” she demanded.

      He paused for a moment and said, “You were with the survivors of the recon team for a moment, yes?”

      “I was, yes.”

      He smiled. “Let’s make a deal. Tell me everything about the psionic they have with them, and I’ll give you an update about your little sister.”

      Phylarlie crossed her arms. “Why her in particular?”

      “Captain Jerut has a kill order placed on their team. I couldn’t care less about them.” His head tilted toward the clear skies. “But her…I need to get out of that mess.”
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* * *

      Nodevar breathed a sigh of relief after seeing Whigli and Phylarlie teleport away. He floated away from the cockpit toward Lettielia at the back of the ship. She was lying back, spinning the severed hand around in circles.

      “Your thoughts on the little one?” he asked.

      Lettielia looked at him with an amused look on her face. “I was really hoping Hilemei was going to end her,” she said.

      “Armed or not, Hilemei always found a way to kill every assassin sent after him,” he said. “Except her—she managed to take him down.”

      “She had more skill than I thought for a novice.”Angry, Lettielia firmly grabbed the floating human hand. “If Hilemei falls to his injuries, she will go down in history as a legend.”

      “Something we were supposed to be,” he added. “You still want her dead for nearly killing you?”

      “Do you still want her dead for making you look like a fool?” she asked, agitated.

      He stared at the main entrance to the transport. “We could depressurize the ship, blowing her out into space while Whigli protects us with a psionic shield.”

      “And if Hilemei dies, we will be killing a legend.”

      He glanced back at her. “Nobody will know. We could take credit for putting him down.”

      “Whigli will know, so he’ll have to vanish as well.”

      Nodevar shrugged his shoulders, out of ideas for the time being. “I will leave this in your hands. Regardless if Hilemei lives or dies, we will not have a second chance at him. Little one is useless to us as of right now.”

      He spun around in an attempt to float back to the cockpit. He ended up going in the opposite direction as she grabbed his arm and pulled him toward her. Lettielia embraced him with one arm while the other went down between his legs. Her tongue slicked across the back of his neck as she said, “We’re alone now. Let's play.”

      “Don’t be stupid. If they port back up, we’ll—”

      “Have spectators.” She licked the side of his ear. “I love it when that happens, especially in space.”
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      Eight years ago…

      The Crimson Arrow traveled through the blackness of space to its destination—the planet Foicanta, a world orbiting a red dwarf star. The binary star system of Lejorania had a third star—Dark Lejorania, which orbited around the two stars. Due to the presence of multiple Radiance Union ships in the region, the space bridge rematerialized the Crimson Arrow farther out in the void of space to avoid detection—155 days away, to be exact—while traveling just under half the speed of light.

      Both Noylarlie and Parcisei entered cryo stasis to pass the time. To further prevent the ship from being detected, all shipboard systems were deactivated, with the exception of the computers, autopilot, propulsion, and cryo chambers. Should a Radiance patrol randomly venture close by, its sensors would write it off as debris and not trigger any warnings. Of course, if someone were to fully analyze it, they would discover that this piece of “wreckage” was traveling pretty fast.

      Slowly, ship-wide systems came online, the Crimson Arrow nearing the system. Life support was activated first, followed by a command to “thaw” the two occupants from their nearly half year of sleep. The doors to the cryo tubes swung open. Noylarlie opened her eyes, having not aged in the slightest since entering. She floated out, feeling slightly disorientated. Parcisei followed, feeling the same.

      She turned to see he was indeed awake. Good. She was going to need his assistance to tell her where to go next for this leg of the trip. He waved at her in a friendly manner, and she returned the gesture by turning away and floating to the cockpit.

      She guided her body into the main chair of the cockpit and connected her mind with the ship’s computer. A status report notification projected its way to her brain, displaying the readiness of the ship—all systems were green. Another prompt appeared. Before entering cryo, she’d run the data stolen from the Linl station though a translation program. The data’s language was fully converted to the Hashmedai language. Examining that information would have to wait, however, since a more important notification popped up—the presence of two Radiance Union heavy cruisers in the system.

      Parcisei floated into the cockpit to take a seat.

      Perfect timing, she thought. “Two heavy cruisers in the system and the planet is still a few hours out. What’s our move?” she asked.

      “Ah, yes, looks like they still haven’t changed their priority of this system,” he said. “Keep on going. This system has very little Radiance activity.”

      “Yeah, and…”

      He continued. “The crew on those ships are still in cryo and will only activate during an attack or when ordered to by an outside source.” He looked out the window of the cockpit to see the large red star slowly getting larger as they got closer. “Don’t shoot them, and we’ll be fine.”

      About three hours later they arrived at Foicanta, a tidily locked planet where one side of the surface faced the star at all times, which baked the landscape into a massive arid desert. The opposite side of the planet was enveloped in eternal darkness, never seeing sunlight. This turned it into a frozen world. In between these two conflicting realms was a small part of the world that was warm enough for plant life and small oceans to form. When viewing Foicanta from space, Noylarlie saw a sphere with white under the cover of darkness on one side, and yellow on the other, and a line of green traveling across the middle of the two from north to south—truly a remarkable sight.

      “Where to?” she asked.

      Parcisei pointed to a region just outside the green and into the desert. “We can teleport there.”

      Noylarlie sent a command to the ship’s computer to provide surface scan data about that area. Her biggest concern was how hot it was there. The data came back to her mind, and she was not pleased. “Just couldn’t set up a place on the dark side, could you?” she asked with a sarcastic tone.

      A plume of sand shot up into the air as Noylarlie and Parcisei appeared out from the flash of blue light. The heat from the burning red sun combined with the dry warm air was intense for her, triggering her breathing to become irregular. Parcisei probably found the climate quite enjoyable, a welcome change to the frigid temperatures onboard the Crimson Arrow.

      The landscape around them was made up of rocks and sands dunes as far as the eye could see. Behind them, a mountain range stretched up high into the white clouds in the sky. A few meters to the left was a platform high above, hovering in the air. It connected to a suspended monorail network with four tracks going in different directions.

      Parcisei walked toward it, and Noylarlie took a step to follow him but then stopped—something seemed off with her footing since this planet had a higher gravitational pull. They weighed 12 percent more here, and she certainly felt the difference with that first step. As the two approached the hovering platform, a small section of the floor to it lowered itself to the ground. This must be the elevator up, she thought as they stepped on it.

      It rose back up, reconnecting with the rest of the platform. On top was a waiting area with a computer terminal, which Parcisei walked over to interact with. A few minutes later the suspended monorail arrived, hanging off the tracks above. The two entered the empty compartment as it sped off in the direction of the mountain range.

      As the monorail proceeded to its destination, Noylarlie looked out the window and saw hoofed creatures roaming the desert terrain. Each had six legs, a massive body, and a small head shaped like a disk.

      “Those are Uylax, I think,” said Parcisei. “Just don’t get close to their nests. The first explorers here found that out the hard way—wasn’t much of a body left.”

      “I have similar skills,” she replied.

      “Which I’m sure my associates will love to see,” he said. “Once we make the drop-off, consider joining us.”

      The monorail came to a stop at its final destination, a base built inside the mountain range. Several cargo containers were scattered across the platform leading to the monorail. A dozen people were in the area waiting on the monorail, while others moved the containers to the side. The doors to the monorail slid open, revealing to Noylarlie who they were: Radiance Union races.

      Her instincts told her to prepare for battle as she built up psionic energy in her arms. Parcisei told her, “Relax. They’re friends. You wouldn’t attack friends, right?”

      She stood down, stopping the power buildup and watching Parcisei exit onto the platform to speak with a Vorcambreum in the Radiance Union language. She slowly moved her legs to step off as others boarded. None seemed to mind the presence of a Hashmedai psionic. In Morutrin, that was understandable, as Hashmedai occupied that system before the Linl joined the union. But here?

      Parcisei finished his conversation with the Vorcambreum, and Noylarlie approached him. “Waiting on our guide to the command center,” he said.

      “Nobody seems to care that I’m Hashmedai,” she mentioned.

      “We are enlightened, unlike the rest of the inhabitants of the Radiance Union and Hashmedai Empire.” He turned to face her. “Hopefully, you soon will be, too. If not, well…thanks for the help you’ve provided thus far.”

      A sliding door ahead swung open as the monorail departed. A Rabuabin woman with olive skin emerged, wearing a gray jumpsuit. Parcisei walked over to her, and the two spoke in the Radiance Union language. A moment later, he produced the data crystal from his back pocket—the same one he had acquired from the Linl station—and held it before her. The woman smiled and stared at Noylarlie before speaking again to Parcisei.

      The Rabuabin approached Noylarlie, speaking in the Hashmedai language while placing her left hand on her right shoulder. “Second-class ranger, Za Xyniea—your acquaintance is recognized. Follow me—we have one last task for you.”

      The three entered the front doorway, which led to a massive promenade filled with markets, entertainment centers, bars, and dining halls. Most of the life there was made up of Radiance Union races, and a small handful was Hashmedai. Some shopped, some socialized, and others seemed to be heading to someplace important. Noylarlie’s eyes filled with confusion at the sight before her. Radiance and Hashmedai living in harmony? Can such as thing be real? Why does it only exist here?

      The three entered a nearby elevator, which ascended several floors up to the command center of the base. A massive window on the front of the command center revealed the outside world. They were much higher up in the mountain range, the view providing a breathtaking image of the desert below. The crew of the command center buzzed about, overseeing operations of the base and other outposts throughout the planet.

      Xyniea and Parcisei moved over to an empty computer terminal off to the far end of the center. Noylarlie followed behind, taking in the sights from the window before standing behind Xyniea and Parcisei as they gazed into the computer screen. The two rambled on in the Radiance language about the contents of the data crystal.

      Parcisei arose from the computer to focus on Noylarlie. “We have a plan to get your ship into the Lejorania system without getting shot down…but you’re not going to like it.”

      Noylarlie crossed her arms. “Speak,” she said.

      “Well, Xyniea and I are going to take over your ship and slap a slave collar on you.” Noylarlie was not impressed, and fury filled her face. Parcisei continued, “Just for looks, of course—we need to trick the union into thinking we’ve captured you. This way we can fly into Sanctum and finish the last leg of this mission.”

      “I don’t like those collars,” she mumbled.

      “Yeah, like I said, I knew you weren’t going to like it.”

      “But it’s the only way,” said Xyniea, taking her attention off the screen. “We don’t have any ships to spare. This base technically isn’t supposed to exist. It’s imperative we get there quickly as well.”

      “What’s so important about Lejorania Sanctum?” asked Noylarlie.

      “The Abyssal Explorer will launch from there to the human world,” said Xyniea. “I need to be onboard, along with this data crystal, or decades of work will be for nothing.”

      “Then let’s head out now,” Noylarlie suggested.

      “I need to finalize a few things before we head out,” said Xyniea. “I will contact you when I’m ready.”
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* * *

      Noylarlie floated in zero gravity onboard the Crimson Arrow’s sleeping chamber, just below the cockpit. A wet towel floated next to her naked body, as she had just finished “bathing” by wiping her body clean with the towel—the quickest and most effective way to do it in space. The chamber consisted of a small tubular room, completely padded with soft fabric along the walls. No need for a bed when in zero-g after all; all one needed to do was lie back and fall asleep. In the event the ship was on a planet, a pullout bed stored away in the wall could be utilized.

      Her mind was connected to the ship’s computer, and she almost forgot about the newly translated data she swiped earlier from the Linl station. It was the perfect time to go over those details while she waited for Xyniea to prepare.

      The file was accessed and streamed to her mind. As she suspected, it was some kind of dossier listing. The file started by mentioning that all the people listed had pledged allegiance to the true voice of the gods. Each dossier listed the name, age, birthplace, and length of time in the Celestial Order. Whatever the fuck that means. Some names were tagged as “killed in action,” others as “captured.” Without a doubt it was a militant group of some sort—Jerut’s associates—and they now had a name.

      Familiar profiles showed up: Admiral Himton Strongfist, Captain Jerut Whitestar, second-class ranger Za Xyniea, third-class ranger Ary Parcisei, Lord Hasiv, Yix Goldlock, and of course Noylarlie’s mother, Archmage Iolysta Frosttouch. Well, that explains why all the Hashmedai and Radiance below walked hand in hand. Converting Hashmedai to accept Radiance Union gods was probably the only way for the two groups to work together. That still didn’t explain why the Radiance members within the Celestial Order fought with the union, however. Another profile caught her attention—Lieutenant Yominv Crossblade, her sister Phylarlie’s father. He hasn’t aged much.

      Mother had frequently showed Phylarlie and Noylarlie holograms of their fathers when she was younger. Neither of the two sisters got a chance to meet them in person. Yominv worked in the military and was constantly on the move, most likely in frequent cryo or space bridge oblivion. This would explain why he was more or less the same age as Noylarlie. Perhaps it was his influence that got Mother to join these people.

      An additional section listed Hashmedaian assassins who were authorized to receive guild missions requested by the Celestial Order. Noylarlie didn’t recognize any of the names. Good, this means Phylarlie isn’t involved in this.

      Noylarlie’s eyes shut uncontrollably as the need for real sleep kicked in. Her mind disconnected from the computer as she pushed her naked body into a comfortable position for falling asleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Three months had passed, and Noylarlie found herself with Parcisei and Xyniea in the Crimson Arrow’s cryo chamber after waking from their long slumber. Noylarlie reluctantly stood still as Xyniea floated toward her with a slave collar in her hands. Xyniea positioned the collar to fit around her neck, while Noylarlie emotionlessly looked her directly in the eyes.

      “Don’t worry,” said Xyniea. “The collar isn’t active. You can still use your powers.”

      “Just, uh, don’t use them on us,” Parcisei added. “Remember, we’re all on the same team here.”

      The collar gripped around her neck, and five years of painful memories flooded her mind in an instant. Xyniea could tell by her facial expression that Noylarlie wasn’t feeling right. “Are you OK?” she asked.

      “I’m fine,” Noylarlie replied sternly, extending her arms forward.

      Xyniea secured Noylarlie’s arms with handcuffs, and the three floated toward the cockpit. Xyniea sat in the main front seat, while Parcisei and Noylarlie kept to the back, thus giving the illusion that Noylarlie was their prisoner. The ship was still in control of Noylarlie, as her mind was connected to the ship’s computer, piloting it toward Lejorania Sanctum.

      Xyniea fingered her data pad, sending out a system wide message as well as a recording of what was happening in the cockpit. The Radiance Union ships were all convinced to stand down, allowing her to continue on course. A few ships made contact, congratulating Xyniea on the conquest, and others requested to see more footage of the captured Hashmedai psionic. As such the setup in the cockpit remained, while the Crimson Arrow propelled forward. The ship was drenched in the sunlight of two bright stars.

      A map of the system streamed to Noylarlie’s mind, showing Lejorania Sanctum as the second planet orbiting the largest star and the brightest of the pair. “We’re almost there,” she reported.

      “Once we arrive, we’ll land at the main space port in Unity City,” Xyniea explained, removing a strand of brown floating hair caught on her horns. “There will be a transport waiting to take you to a nearby prison camp.”

      “I’m excited already.” Sarcasm was strong in Noylarlie’s voice.

      “Once I’m aboard, teleport back to your ship and get the hell out of here,” Xyniea finished.

      “You’ll have to be fast. The cruisers in the system will be alerted to your ship,” Parcisei said to Noylarlie. “You remember what happened the last time we tried that.”

      Lejorania Sanctum came into view, a small jungle world with four large continents—two in the northern hemisphere, one in the southern, and a smaller one directly under the equator on the opposite side of the world. In orbit floated the primary starport, a large space station where ships docked to refuel, resupply, or swap out crew members. One Radiance cruiser was docked—the Abyssal Explorer.

      Xyniea pointed to the eastern coastline of the northern continent as their destination. Noylarlie let out a sigh of relief, as the northern continents were cooler compared to the other two, according to her planetary scans, which didn’t say much since this still was a tropical world throughout.

      The Crimson Arrow made its descent toward the surface, flying through a thick coverage of clouds as gravity took hold of the three occupants of the ship. White was all that could be seen out the cockpit window for a few minutes, and eventually water splattered across window—it was raining. The cloud coverage vanished to unveil a city built along the eastern coastline. Beyond the walls of the city toward the west was the greenness of a substantially large jungle. Rainwater splashed against the Crimson Arrow as Noylarlie commanded it to land at the space port.

      Three Linl rangers wearing gray jumpsuits and armed with magnetic rifles could be seen off to the side. No doubt these were union soldiers, coming to take Noylarlie into custody…or so they thought.

      Xyniea got out of her seat and walked toward Noylarlie. “Ready?”

      “No,” Noylarlie bluntly replied, standing up and extending her cuffed hands toward Xyniea.

      The main entrance to the Crimson Arrow swung open as heavy rainfall hit the ground. A wave of thick humid air raced in, adding to Noylarlie’s discomfort. The three Linl stood before them. Xyniea pulled on Noylarlie’s arm, dragging her out into the rain. Parcisei followed behind, gripping his rifle.

      A few words in the Radiance Union language were exchanged between Xyniea and the Linl before she handed Noylarlie over to them. The Linl aggressively grabbed and tossed Noylarlie into the back of the transport. Frustration filled Noylarlie’s face as she resisted the urge to burn them all alive with her mind.

      Parcisei joined them onboard the transport and Xyniea walked out of sight when the doors slammed shut. That reminded Noylarlie—the same should be done for the Crimson Arrow. Her mind was still connected to it, so she ordered the ship’s systems to shut the doors in lockdown. Union members would no doubt want to climb aboard to tinker with the computer and flight logs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 13

        

      

    

    
      The remains of a military transport truck were scattered across an empty road just outside of Kandahar, Afghanistan. Jazz, in his Canadian Armed Forces uniform and with his C8 pointed forward, approached alone, knowing full well enemy combatants lurked close by. Flames erupted from the wreckage, body parts of fallen comrades being flung in random directions. He stepped closer. Perhaps there are survivors who need help.

      A voice called out, “You’re never around when I need you!”

      He stopped, moving his head from side to side. No one was around—something wasn’t right. “You don’t care about me, and you don’t care about Hannah!” It was Alisha’s voice.

      That was when it hit him—none of this was right. Afghanistan was part of his past. He was no longer in the Canadian Armed Forces. Yet there he was, like the hands of time had turned back.

      “Jake.” It was another voice directly behind him.

      He turned around, and Hannah stood behind him. “Get out of here; it’s dangerous!” he shouted to her.

      She simply smiled and then spoke in a language he didn’t understand. Her hand waved good-bye and turned to run away from him. Concerned for her safety, Jazz tried to run after her. His feet moved, but his body didn’t, as if the road below him were a treadmill.

      “Stop, Hannah, stop!” he cried out, but soon after she was out of visual range.

      Another voice shouted, “Come back! It's not safe.”

      Jazz turned his head to the left, and suddenly the landscape changed to an empty marketplace in Baghdad, Iraq—strange considering Jazz had never been to Iraq. His eyes landed on a woman wearing a US Marine Corps uniform. She, too, was running in the same spot and not moving. She faced Jazz, revealing her name printed on her uniform—Vaughan.
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* * *

      Jazz promptly awoke from his sleep. The early morning sunshine piercing through the windows painted his naked body with its light. He lay on the floor next to the couch, attempting multiple times to get up from the ground. The hangover that overtook his body was brutal.

      The back of Onatiasha’s heel collided with the side of his head. Looks like she got the good end of the deal. She had spent the night on the couch instead of the floor. After attempt number seven, he got to his feet, surprised to see Onatiasha’s nude body on the couch.

      “Oh, fuck” was all he had to say.

      She opened her eyes and slowly sat up. Her hands passed through her purple hair, and she asked, “What…happened?”

      Jazz looked at the vodka bottle on the floor. “That empty bottle probably knows.”

      “It’s empty? Oh no.” She noticed Jazz was naked as well.

      “Yeah, so—”

      “It didn’t happen!” she exclaimed, getting up to gather her clothes, which were scattered about.

      Jazz grinned, watching her panic. “I think it did.”

      “It didn’t happen!” she repeated, promptly entering the washroom with her clothes in hand.

      “Nice tits,” he muttered to himself while putting his pants back on.

      He reached down to pick up his shirt when suddenly he felt a slight stinging pain across multiple parts of his back. His head craned to view the back of his shoulder, where there were scratch marks. Those sure as hell weren’t there yesterday, you frisky little minx. She could deny it all she wanted, but the two of them waking up naked, with scratch marks on his back and love juice residue on his cock meant one thing—history was made. He was the first human male to have sex with an alien. Eat your heart out, Captain Kirk.

      Zhinbryo stepped down the staircase into the living room area, taking notice of Jazz’s shirtless body…and scratch marks along his back. Zhinbryo made a loud grunting sound. Onatiasha emerged from the washroom with her clothes on, tying her hair into a ponytail. Zhinbryo rushed toward her, speaking the Hashmedai language, and he didn’t seem happy. Onatiasha retorted, pointing her finger in his face before extending it toward the staircase. Zhinbryo replied but was instantly cut off by an angry Onatiasha, who shouted and hissed her fangs at him. Zhinbryo reluctantly turned and walked back upstairs, shouting something at Jazz.

      “Good morning to you too, Zinzin,” said Jazz.

      “Put your shirt on,” Onatiasha demanded of Jazz. More footsteps were heading down the staircase. “Now.”

      Jazz complied, and seconds later Kroshka was at the bottom of the stairs, gazing at both Jazz and Onatiasha. “What happened? Is everything OK?” she asked.

      Everything was coming together, as Kroshka was beginning to understand. Jazz replied, “Nothing happened.” Onatiasha was marking her territory last night.

      Onatiasha crossed her arms and faced Jazz. Jazz did the same, noting her smile. Good, we’re still cool, he thought before taking a seat to watch TV, the news in particular.

      Kroshka sat next him. His focus was on the TV screen, particularly when the channel was switched to CNN. The headline on the screen read “Radiance attacked at UN assembly,” aired with images of Phylarlie and two other Hashmedaian assassins fighting the Radiance visitors at the UN headquarters. His jaw dropped, literally.

      “That looks like Phylarlie,” said Kroshka.

      Jazz waved his hand to Onatiasha, signaling her to come over. “What do you make of this?” he asked her.

      Onatiasha’s eyes looked at the footage of Phylarlie, then on her target. “That’s…General Hilemei.”

      “Who the fuck’s that?” asked Jazz.

      “He’s led a lot of devastating battles against our people and supposedly played a role in a battle that resulted in the death of our emperor,” explained Onatiasha. “Many assassins were ordered to deal with him, but none succeeded.”

      “Guessing this is another attempt at him,” Jazz said.

      Onatiasha nodded. “It could very well be Phylarlie’s real mission. She might have known he was coming.”
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* * *

      “He said that the president is unable to speak with us right now,” Odelea translated for Gengei.

      Gengei, Odelea, and Xyniea stood just outside of their transport ship, which was parked on the White House lawn. After the ambush they returned to the White House, hoping to speak with the president and his top advisers to reassure them everything was now under control. An increased security presence surrounded the White House, including military vehicles patrolling both land and air.

      Gengei nodded his head to the guards and then returned to the transport with Odelea and Xyniea. Gengei took a seat in the cockpit, his four eyes filled with frustration.

      “Perhaps we should return to the Abyssal Explorer,” suggested Odelea.

      “No, we must fix this,” said Gengei.

      “The humans don’t care,” said Xyniea, moving to the back. “They now see us as creatures who brought the Hashmedai threat to them.”

      Xyniea established communication with someone from the Abyssal Explorer. She spoke softly, and Gengei turned his head face her. “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “I’m returning to the Abyssal Explorer. I have something important to deal with,” she explained.

      Gab Delinei a psionic from the Abyssal Explorer emerged from a flash of blue light. Xyniea stepped over to the psionic as Gengei stood to confront her. “We still have a mission to finish!” he said.

      “We’re not doing anything right now.” She nodded to the Vorcambreum psionic, and he channeled energy from his implants to teleport up. “Don’t worry, sir. I will be back. Call me if you need anything.”

      The two vanished, leaving behind blue light. Gengei returned to his seat, still frustrated. Odelea’s slender hand gently patted him on the shoulder.

      “We’ll get through this, Commander,” she said.
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* * *

      There was an awkward silence between Jazz and Onatiasha for the rest of the day. Neither spoke much, and both avoided being in the same room together. As the day turned to evening, the situation slowly changed. Onatiasha’s orange eyes now and then fixed on Jazz’s arms when she walked past him, and Jazz’s eyes spent more time than normal on her chest.

      Zhinbryo, Onatiasha, and Kroshka spent much of each evening getting used to human entertainment, especially movies on Blu-ray disks. Star Wars was their favorite. Zhinbryo wasn’t interested at first, but as time went on, he couldn’t help watching the saga unfold despite not understanding English. Onatiasha and Kroshka periodically provided him quick translations.

      Chidorli sat, her legs folded, in an upper bedroom. Her hands lay gently on her lap as she closed her eyes. Meditation, Jazz figured as he walked past her doorway. A coffee mug was firmly held in his hand, filled to the brim with a steaming hot caffeine drink. Booze wasn’t an option tonight. Besides, his body felt cold from the excessively powered AC unit. He stood and curiously watched her for a few seconds before noting a lightning flash from the window. A storm must be coming.

      Chidorli’s eyes suddenly shot wide open. Her breathing became heavy as she shouted, “Nakakidosya Radiance prilomo!”

      Jazz shouted down the staircase, “Hey, guys, what does ‘Nakakidosya Radiance prilomo’ mean?” To his surprise, he pronounced it exactly as she did. The caffeine must be working.

      “It means, ‘Radiance is coming,’” Kroshka replied from below.

      “Why do you ask?” Onatiasha shouted back, concern in her voice.

      Chidorli exited the room, panicked, and ran past him and down the staircase.

      “Well, Chidorli yelled it and then started to trip out.” He took a sip of his coffee, trying his best to stay calm. “Please tell me we’re not about to get fucked or something.”

      Jazz heard Chidorli’s voice from the living room below talking to the three in a frantic state. He looked down the staircase to see what was going on. All four were gathered together as Chidorli pointed toward the outside.

      “Are we good?” Jazz asked.

      Suddenly, a barrage of bullets entered the cottage, shattering the windows and riddling the walls and furniture with smoking-hot holes. Jazz, without hesitation, dropped to the floor, his hands covering the back of his head to protect himself from falling debris and glass. His chest burned from the coffee that splashed all over him.

      More shots were fired, this time at the lower level of the cottage. This was good for Jazz but bad for the Hashmedai downstairs. Jazz stood up and made a quick dash to a locked cabinet in front of him. He produced the keychain for the cottage, utilizing the second key to unlock the cabinet and reveal a hidden gun locker. His weapon stash from his vigilante days was still there waiting for him—AR-15 rifle, twelve-gauge shotgun, and a HeP30 pistol. Lock and load.

      He returned to his original spot near the staircase, staying low. The shotgun was strapped to his back, the pistol stowed away in his back pocket. The rifle lay in his hands as he looked below. His Hashmedai friends stood at the far end of the kitchen, Onatiasha and Zhinbryo in the process of suiting up in their battle gear. Kroshka took cover behind Chidorli, who created a force field around them. The barrage of weapons’ fire continued, bouncing off Chidorli’s force field and doing no damage. However, with each passing second of the force field taking hits, Chidorli became more and more stressed. Deflecting each shot put a heavy energetic burden on her.

      Onatiasha and Zhinbryo finished gearing up, as indicated by the sound of their armor and plasma swords powering on. Onatiasha stepped forward, muttering something to Chidorli while raising her left arm. In an instant another energy shield formed directly in front of them as Chidorli ended her force field. This time Onatiasha was protecting the group. The device on her arm extended a large shield in front of her, blocking all bullets as everyone positioned themselves behind her.

      Onatiasha noticed Jazz at the top of the staircase and shouted, “Jazz, Chidorli will bring Kroshka to you. Protect her with your life!”

      He replied, “Other than a coffee burn, I’m fine. Thanks for asking!”

      Blue light enveloped Chidorli and Kroshka, and they vanished only to rematerialize behind Jazz. He fell backward, not realizing what was going to happen. Chidorli smiled and winked at Jazz before teleporting back behind Onatiasha.

      Keeping her arm forward, Onatiasha slowly stepped toward the balcony entrance while her right hand held her charged plasma sword. Chidorli hovered both hands just above a blue and green glowing square on the lower back of Onatiasha’s combat armor. Blue energy exited Chidorli’s cybernetic augmented hands and entered the contraption—her battery pack perhaps? The bullet fire came to a stop. The attackers must have known it was pointless to waste ammo at this point.

      Jazz and Kroshka moved to the bedroom by crawling on the ground. Jazz positioned himself just underneath a window, signaling with his hands to Kroshka to stay low. More weapons’ fire was heard, but it was time to peek out and see what’s going on. Jazz peered through the bottom section of the shattered window to scan the battlefield. Four individuals took cover behind trees in the nearby forest, wearing black combat armor. They were firing the same kind of rifles the Radiance, as shown in all the news broadcasts, had been using.

      Jazz was about to take aim when he noticed more weapons’ fire that didn’t’ come from the four. From the left, four more targets came out of hiding behind trees. One attacker, a human-looking person with scales on the back of his neck, exposed himself too much while trying to take shots at Onatiasha’s shield. Jazz placed the target’s head directly in the middle of the crosshairs of his scope. He fired off three rounds, and three rounds bounced off the target and created ripples of blue light.

      “Fuck off!”  he exclaimed, ducking out of view.

      “What is it?” Kroshka asked.

      “They got some kind of damn shield.”

      She crawled over to him, despite him repeatedly telling her to stay put. She reached out to make contact with the magazine of his rifle while the other hand grasped her pendant. Closing her eyes, she focused, and the magazine glowed blue as the sphere within her pendant emitted bright light.

      “Try again,” she said, smiling.

      Jazz raised the rifle’s magazine to his face to closer examine it. The blue glow was slowly dissipating. Whatever she did, there’s probably a time limit. He didn’t have time to ask her. He once again peered through the window via his scope, and the target from earlier plus three others looked directly at the bedroom window. They know we’re in here.

      Now or never, he thought and pulled the trigger. A hail of psionically enhanced bullets exited his rifle, shredding the Aryile target’s chest apart and painting the green grass below him dark red.

      The adversaries returned fire, shooting in Jazz’s general direction. He took to the ground to avoid getting hit, but no bullets came at him. He looked at Kroshka, whose eyes were closed and hands extended forward. Her pendant was still radiating light. She placed a force field around the entire wall of the bedroom. He stood up to examine her handiwork—bullets impacted on the barrier. One of the attackers pointed at him from down below, while calling to his comrades for assistance. He pointed right back at them…with his middle finger.

       

      Onatiasha let out a smile as she saw an Aryile ranger fall over dead at the hands of Jazz. “Zhinbryo, Jazz got one of them before us,” she shouted.

      “So this is a competition?” Zhinbryo raised his two-handed plasma sword and checked the battery status of his suit. “I will show that human how a real warrior does combat.”

      Like with the Radiance Union, Hashmedaian combat armor heavily relied on its battery packs to operate. The batteries for Radiance Combat armor, however, served one major purpose—defense via a personal shield to protect the wearer. Hashmedai, in contrast, relied on plasma weaponry to do combat, as such a large portion of their batteries transferred wireless energy into their offensive capabilities. Personal shields were just not an option among Hashmedai forces, with the exception of guardian arm-mounted shields. Even then, those shields covered only a limited area directly in front the user.

      Onatiasha’s battle-ready mind zeroed in on the two Linl, one Javnis, and an Aryile who ran toward the side entrance of the cottage. She turned to Chidorli and ordered, “Watch our backs. We have hostiles entering the building.”

      “Understood,” Chidorli said, turning to place a small energy wall behind them while canceling the energy transfer to Onatiasha’s battery. Doing so was probably too much energy drain for her mind.

      Onatiasha’s focus was now squarely aimed at the three remaining adversaries who remained outside the cottage—two Linl and a Rabuabin. “Chi, Zhin…standard attack pattern. We’re taking these three out.” Onatiasha ran toward the edge of the balcony, her left arm still raised to maintain the wide energy shield in front of her. Her glowing orange eyes saw how far down the ground was from the balcony.

      “Chi, if you don’t mind please,” Onatiasha urged.

      “Right away, Commander.” Chidorli shut her eyes to focus on the next task at hand—jump-porting the three down below. The three walked away from the flash of blue light and toward the sworn enemies ahead. Onatiasha’s body charged forward at them, while repeated weapons’ fire repelled off her extended shield. Zhinbryo followed behind, using Onatiasha as cover. Chidorli’s body rose to the sky via her telekinetic skills to gain a better vantage point while conjuring a protective barrier around her.

      The corner of Onatiasha’s eyes caught a glimpse of Chidorli’s cybernetic implants glowing blue and radiating with power as her arms lifted high in the air. The air directly above their targets began to snap freeze, giant razor-sharp icicles appearing above. With the aid of her telekinetic powers, she forced thousands of icicles to rain down upon them at the speed of bullets, impacting on their shields. Their shields couldn’t take much more of the pounding and shorted out.

      Perfect timing, Onatiasha thought as she closed in on one of the Linl. Zhinbryo leaped into the air, aided by the jump jets mounted to his exosuit. A quick burst of blue rocket fire propelled him forward and twenty feet in the air. The Linl on the far right was directly beneath him as gravity took hold him. His demise was quick, as Zhinbryo slammed his sword into the ground as he landed. The Linl ranger’s body was split in half from the top down. One half fell to the right with bloody and burned internal organs exposed while the other side went left, leaving a pool of blood in the middle.

      The remaining Rabuabin and Linl quickly focused their attention on Zhinbryo. He was exposed with no protection. Onatiasha reacted by shifting her left arm away and pointing her sword directly at the Linl she was charging toward. The sword’s short-range tractor beam was activated. A blue beam of light reached out to the Linl, pulling him against his will to Onatiasha toward the edge of her blade. Blood violently squirted out the exit wound on his back as the tractor beam dragged his chest into the sword.

      One target remained, turning tail and running. No matter, that could be dealt with later. The remaining four after Jazz and Kroshka were now top priority.

       

      A loud thud was heard from down below. Someone had kicked in the door, and it sure as hell wasn’t girls selling Girl Guide cookies. Jazz ran to the edge of the bedroom entrance, where he could partially see down the staircase from an angle. Radiance soldiers were pissed off that he had put down of their own. One took point and walked up the stairs—he had large head with four eyes and a lizard-like appearance. Jazz quickly examined his magazine to see if it had anymore of the good stuff Kroshka had put in it. It did.

      Jazz sprayed the area toward the staircase with the charged bullets. The four-eyed lizard man fell backward, one bullet having severed his hand. The remaining three returned fire, but like before, all shots hit a barrier cast by Kroshka, who was definitely efficient in her talents. The weapons’ fire came to a stop, and the sound of movement followed. They must be regrouping. Jazz turned his head and nodded to Kroshka. The barrier vanished, allowing him to quickly move toward the top of the staircase.

      He took a quick peek to see what had become of his newfound enemy targets. The lizard man was on the ground, still alive but in a world of pain and bleeding out. The rest were nowhere to be seen.

      A barrage of white fireballs entered the kitchen from the balcony, and screams of terror were heard, followed by a small explosion and the sound of fire crackling…and spreading. Chidorli floated inside, as nobody was shooting at that point.

      Jazz and Kroshka made their way down the staircase, making their way past the wounded lizard still at the bottom. Jazz’s hand whipped behind to grip the pistol in his back pocket. He stepped past and put three bullets into the back of the lizard man’s head and then moved toward Chidorli as if nothing had happened.

      Kroshka and Chidorli spoke in their language as Jazz observed the damage to the cottage, most notably the massive inferno now consuming the whole kitchen. Alisha’s going to be pissed. On the floor were the remains of three heavily charred bodies—the remaining intruders. Nice work, Chidorli.

      One rifle belonging to the attackers was on the ground next to Jazz. Might come in handy, Jazz thought as he acquired it. Onatiasha and Zhinbryo entered from the balcony entrance, both dripping in enemy blood.

      “We need to go,” Onatiasha said.

      The smoke detector emitted a screeching beep. The fire was spreading fast, and the safe house was officially no longer a safe place to be.

      “I hope y’all didn’t trash the van,” Jazz said.

       

      Xyniea stared at the burning human structure for several minutes after coming out of hiding. Fury was in her eyes. Her fist clenched hard, turning red. This made it twice Kroshka had evaded an ambush led by her, and this time, seven Celestial Order members lost their lives.

      A blue bolt of light appeared behind her—the backup she requested. Too bad the battle is over. She turned to see a few of her partners in crime, Za Colei, and Ary Aexei and the psionic Gab Delinei.

      “You are late,” she said to them. She turned her head to the left and spoke in the Hashmedai language, “You are late as well.”

      Nodevar’s appearance materialized from thin air to her left, and her late back up quickly drew their rifles, aiming it directly at his head. Xyniea held her hand up toward them, signaling them to stand down.

      “Looks like I missed the fun,” Nodevar said, gazing at the burning building.

      “Where is Lettielia?” Xyniea asked.

      He turned to her. “Laughing somewhere like a lunatic—she finds it amusing you had two chances and failed to kill them.”

      “How many attempts have you made to terminate Kroshka?” Xyniea asked. Nodevar simply grinned. “When you finally manage to track her down for the first time, let me know.”

      “How’s your beloved general?” he asked.

      “In cryo,” she replied. “The medical staff is not confident they can save him.”

      “Cryo stasis until you can transfer him to a world with better medical staff? That’s cheating.” Laughter erupted before he continued. “Well, nothing personal about that attack—it was just business.”

      “I couldn’t care less if he lives or dies. He is no ally to the Order. But next time you pull something like that, have the decency to tell me beforehand.” Her body leaned closer to him. “I don’t like surprises.”

      “On that note, the command ship is en route to this world,” Nodevar said. “I suggest your associates take cover to the designated cities if you plan on staying down here.”

      “I know. The Abyssal Explorer has been tracking it.” She stepped toward the psionic, facing Nodevar once more she added. “Just make sure you and Lettielia are ready when the time comes.”
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      The fleet docked within the Hashmedai command ship was lit up and active. Blue light from the tractor beams no longer held anything in place, so all ships were free to move out once the order was given. Twenty destroyers, fifteen frigates, twenty corvettes, ten carriers, ten scout ships, and fifteen stratosphere frigates floated in formation before the bay doors of the main hangar.

      Hashmedai destroyers were the heavy hitters of this navy, often used to take down Radiance Union capital ships or glass planets from orbit with the aid of their massive forward plasma cannons. Due to the size and power required of the plasma cannons, the ships were capable of attacking only targets directly before them.

      During large-scale battles, frigates took up formation beside destroyers, which provided support. The plasma turrets that surrounded all sections of a frigate were nowhere near as powerful as the destroyers’ main cannons. However, when multiple frigates combined their firepower together on one target, even commanders of the strongest Radiance Cruisers had to re-think their actions. The turrets were able to quickly acquire a target with pinpoint accuracy. Even plasma missiles fired from Radiance ships could be targeted and shot down, and then the ship re-targeted and fired on within seconds.

      Corvettes were much smaller compared to the other capital ships, often operated by a crew in a small cockpit, as opposed to a bridge bustling with officers taking on various command duties. These ships were used to transfer supplies and personnel between ships, or to deploy or extract ground forces from planets below. Small plasma guns were mounted on the two sides of the ships to take down enemy infantry or harass smaller, lightly defended ships. Of course these weren’t the only ships able to transport ground forces.

      Scout ships were able to as well, but those were primarily used to deploy recon units due to their speed and small size. However, in emergency situations, it wasn’t uncommon for a scout ship to make its way toward a group of Hashmedai ground forces in need of medical assistance or extraction.

      Last, and the most important vessels of a command ship fleet, were the carrier and stratosphere frigates. The carrier was a massive rectangular vessel, the underside fitted with drop bays to launch two types of fighter craft—interceptors and psionic assault fighters. The Radiance Union relied upon the might and sheer numbers of their ships to win battles. However, if a Hashmedai battle group deployed multiple carriers, launching all twenty-five interceptors and ten psionic assault fighters they typically held, the results often were catastrophic to Radiance. Both interceptors and assault fighters were extremely fast and highly maneuverable, making them hard targets to acquire. Multiple squadrons could fly past a handful of capital ships, hit a specific target, and fly out with minimal casualties. In addition, both fighters were proficient at entering the atmosphere of a planet, adding to the chaos Hashmedai could do to a heavily populated world.

      Psionic assault fighters were a step up from the interceptors. Two people operated the fighter—a primary pilot and a psionic copilot. The back compartment of this triangular craft held three attack drones, which the psionic on board operated via a psionic link. If the drones were not needed—or were destroyed—the psionic supported the fighter in the same manner shipboard psionics support their ships.

      The stratosphere frigates, which were essentially mobile bases, could enter the atmosphere of any planet. Each one docked up to five corvettes and held a small docking for fighter craft to recharge or have damage repaired. At the center of each frigate was an infirmary, small cargo hold, and barracks with hordes of backup soldiers ready for action.

      Humanity is not ready.

      Jerut stared at the image of the human world from the main bridge of the command ship. The entire crew had reported in, ready for action. All ships docked down below were fully equipped and prepared to launch on his order. Secret communications from Xyniea and all associates in the system reported in to him, stating that they were ready for the next phase.

      “Inform all vessels to power their engines,” Jerut ordered. “We’ll launch our attack now.”

      A bridge officer named Tonif replied, “Right away, sir.”

      His communication implants activated as an incoming transmission was being relayed to him. “I see you’ve entered the next phase.” It was Nodevar. Perfect timing.

      “Yes, I need you and Lettielia to transfer to the Voidwrath. My…associates there will aid you on your next assignment. Also, inform Whigli to return here.”

      “We’ve picked up a guest—an assassin sent to work with the recon team.”

      Jerut’s eyes shut as he pondered this new information. “What’s the assassin’s name?”

      “Phylarlie Starchaser,” Nodevar revealed.

      Jerut chuckled to himself; the name almost sounded like “Noylarlie.” In any case, Phylarlie wasn’t on the Order’s database of trusted assassins. “Kill her.” This was not the time to be taking risks. The transmission ended, and his sights turned to focus on the blue planet directly in front of the bridge’s forward window.
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* * *

      Phylarlie lay back in a relaxing position on the frozen arctic ground, staring up at the blue cloudless sky. The stretching chants of penguins nearby could be heard every so often, and four slowly waddled toward Phylarlie, taking interest in her presence. She was oblivious to their presence, however, as her mind was too busy going over the exchange of information she and Whigli shared before he was summoned up by Nodevar.

      Most notably, she had learned that her sister Noylarlie’s psionic potential was discovered by the empire, with their mother being caught for disclosing their existence. Knowing her mother being dead via execution didn’t bring as much sadness to her heart as Whigli would have thought. Phylarlie’s dream had always been to travel to the stars. Of course, living a life in space meant spending a lot of time in cryo or waiting for a space bridge to rematerialize the ship. Decades could pass with one not aging a bit, while loved ones who remained planetside grew old and died. Phylarlie knew very well that becoming an assassin meant never seeing Noylarlie or Mother ever again. Talking about mother to Abraxin most likey aided in Noylarlie’s discovery.

      Footsteps crushed the snow and ice, getting closer to Phylarlie. It wasn’t the penguins. Her vision of the sky changed to that of the ground as her head tilted to the side. Whigli was approaching.

      “You’re too relaxed,” he said.

      She smiled and said, “This is the first mission in which I completed most of my objectives.” She sat up, taking in the view of the snow-covered mountain in front of her. “And the first mission after which getting home to collect my reward is…questionable.”

      Whigli sat next to her. “Which reminds me—let us continue where we left off.”

      “Getting Chidorli and Kroshka off this world.” She pondered what would be required to pull this off.

      “It will not be an easy task,” he said, and she nodded in agreement.

      “That transport ship you three have should work, provided Lettielia and Nodevar won’t object. Get Kroshka and Chidorli on board, and hope the command ship doesn’t send another ship to shoot it down for some unknown reason,” she said. “It’s a shame Akeia will not be returning, but his human murderers have been dealt with.”

      Whigli’s body language showed signs of uneasiness. Phylarlie noticed right away that something was going through his head, something she needed to know. “Hey, listen,” he said.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      White cold mist left his mouth as he let out a massive sigh. “We need to come up with a plan to make this happen, but there’s information you need to know going forward.” Phylarlie grew tense as he continued. “I’m going to tell you the truth so there are no unexpected surprises that might trouble you.”

      “By all means, please continue,” she said.

      “When your sister rescued me, Jerut recruited me into some kind of secret group. I’m still not sure of their main objective, as I’m new and they were in a rush to get me on board the fleet that came here. But I do know the real reason they are here is to invade this world by convincing the empress that humans killed Kroshka and Akeia.” Phylarlie remained silent, bottling up her rage. “But the humans are not responsible. Jerut’s associates, as he calls us, are. Lettielia and Nodevar killed Akeia. The humans merely held him captive while they questioned him. The assassins are still contracted to kill Kroshka as well, but they’ve been unable to locate her.”

      Whigli tumbled over to the frozen ground, Phylarlie on top of him with one hand around his neck and the other holding her blade high in the air. She was waiting for him to give her a reason to thrust the blade through his face. But no reason came. He didn’t fight back, and as a psionic, he had an advantage.

      “Why?” was all she had to say to his pinned body, hesitating to finish him.

      “I was sent to a space bridge. He got me out, so I owed him everything.”

      “Those humans died for no reason. Lettielia and Nodevar were my real targets, not them.” Her rage turned to fury. “And you knew—this makes you my target as well!”

      “End me if you must. But know you will never reunite with your sister if you do. I know of her last known location.”

      Her blade plunged toward him, stopping one inch before his eyes at the last second. “Don’t you fucking dare make a deal with me!”

      “Do it then. Let’s see how far you’ll get in your mission to take Kroshka home. Let’s see how far you can get off this continent without teleportation.”

      He is right. As of right now, Whigli was her only means back to the transport. The thought made her sick.

      “And you’re not fooling anyone by asking the humans here for assistance,” he added, “as sections of this world will be turned to glass in the next few hours.”

      Whigli was released from her death grip as she stood back and holstered her weapons. He stood up, snow and ice covering his exposed back. “What I don’t understand is why the assassins' guild would issue a kill order for Kroshka and Akeia,” Whigli said, “then issue an order to kill those who attacked them?”

      “People in high places throughout the empire can petition the guild to have people taken care of. It’s up to the guild masters to accept or reject those requests. My orders were requested by the empress, so the guild has no choice but to accept it,” Phylarlie explained.

      “So the kill orders to remove Kroshka and Akeia came from where?”

      More of the puzzle stated to snap together. “Jerut’s associates,” she said. “Why the guild masters accepted it is another story.”

      “Perhaps the guild master is one of Jerut’s associates.” He looked at the horizon in the distance. “This world is going to burn soon. Chidorli and Kroshka might not survive the bombardment. We need to find a way to get them off this world fast.”

      “I’m not leaving until Lettielia and Nodevar are dead.”

      “Well, that might just be our means out of here. With those two dead, that transport will be ours. We just need to find Chidorli and Kroshka, and at that point we travel to the nearest space bridge.”

      “You’ll be betraying Jerut. I thought you ‘owed him everything,’” she said.

      “The orders to attack the recon team she was a part of months ago, shoot down the scout ship she was aboard, and now burning this world while she’s out there.” He crossed his arms, determination in his face. “He’s the one who betrayed me by keeping this secret. I owe him nothing.”
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* * *

      Captain Ueyei sat in his chair onboard the Abyssal Explorer. Displayed next to him via a hologram was tactical information regarding the Hashmedai command ship that just recently entered orbit around the human world. Those on bridge frantically moved about in preparation for the unexpected.

      Lieutenant Ary Relei, manning a computer workstation to the side, took notice of the situation. “Sir, the command ship’s main doors are opening!”

      Ueyei used his tiny hands to guide the hologram. His right hand hovered over the projected image of the command ship and then moved back, causing the projection to provide a zoomed-in perspective. The officer was indeed correct—the massive doors in the middle of the spherical ship were now open. Hashmedai battleships propelled out, heading toward…

      He waved his hands again, and the hologram changed to display the location of the command ship, its ships now being released toward the Abyssal Explorer and the human world. The Hashmedai fleet quickly fanned out, positioning directly above four continents. His left hand formed into a fist, and the display vanished, while his other hand interacted with a terminal attached to the arm of his chair.

      A hologram of Gengei manifested before him and spoke. “Go ahead, Captain. I’m reading you.”

      “We got a situation up here. The Hashmedai just surrounded the planet, so you need to get back here at once,” ordered Ueyei.

      “Then we have failed in our mission,” Gengei said, disappointed.

      “We must protect the humans at all costs, so we’re not done yet.”

      “Captain, three frigates have directly moved and locked weapons onto us!” yelled a tactical officer, Ure Dashea.

      “What’s going on?” asked Gengei.

      “Standby, Commander.” His hologram vanished. “Battle stations! Raise shields!”

      A screaming alarm sounded as the bridge crew sat at their designated stations and secured their seat belts. Ueyei summoned a new hologram, one of Karklosea. “Report to the bridge right away. Bring your apprentice—time for him to get some real combat experience.”

       

      Karklosea stepped off the elevator into the bridge of the Abyssal Explorer. Her head took a quick scan at how focused everyone was and the sheer number of orbiting Hashmedai ships, which were visible from the window upfront. Behind her was Ary Stolanei, her young apprentice. He wore a sleeveless robe that was left open to reveal green scales on the sides of his fit body and cybernetic implants on his chest.

      Behind Ueyei’s captain’s chair was the psionic workstation. It consisted of a large computer terminal with a hologram that displayed information about the stats of the ship and the state of the environment outside of it. The workstation had two substations to the left and right sides of it. When multiple psionics worked on it, the strongest held down the middle while the other two manned the sides.

      Only one psionic was positioned in the middle—Mil Dargonea, a Javnis next in line for apprenticeship. She wore black slacks and a hood that shrouded her face and four eyes. As with all augmented psionics, her body was exposed to display cybernetic implants buried within her reptilian skin.

      Karklosea gracefully walked next to her; their heads turned to face each other. Dargonea shifted her body to the right, taking on one of the substations while abandoning the central post to Karklosea. Karklosea didn’t need to use words or telepathy to tell people she was taking over as lead bridge psionic. Stolanei attended the substation to the left of Karklosea as Ueyei turned his tiny body to face her. “Go all out. We’re out numbered here,” he said.

      Karklosea nodded. “We’re going silent. Relay all verbal communications to Dargonea.”

      “Understood.” Ueyei faced the front of the bridge.

      The psionics shut their eyes to focus, creating a link among the three of them while merging their minds with the ship’s computers. During this intense trance, neither Karklosea nor Stolanei were able to focus on what was being said on the bridge. Their minds were now part of the ship, able to enhance weapon systems and defense systems, and prevent critical systems from becoming too badly damaged, as well as having the best take on what went on outside.

      Dargonea entered a partial trance, as her role would be to relay orders from the captain to Karklosea and Stolanei via their three-way telepathic bond.

      “I’m still creating gravity for the bridge,” Dargonea communicated.

      “Keep doing it until things get intense,” Karklosea replied. “Stolanei, how many psionics onboard are free?”

      His mind accessed the ship’s personnel files, and the search results beamed into his mind. “Fourteen are available,” he relayed telepathically.

      “Good, send five to the engine room, three to the infirmary. Have the remaining six divided into groups of two and placed on standby in a secure location,” Karklosea ordered.

      The three Hashmedai frigates slowed their approach to the Abyssal Explorer. Plasma turrets all swung their barrels in the direction of the Radiance cruiser, releasing a flurry of plasma balls. All destroyers in orbit did the same as massive balls of plasma shot toward the planet’s surface. The Abyssal Explorer just happened to be in the direct line of fire of two destroyers aiming toward the surface.

      The first wave of plasma fired from the frigates impacted on the shields of the Abyssal Explorer, producing a light show of green-charged balls exploding on a blue energy barrier.

      Lieutenant Relei reported, “Direct hit on the portside—shields down to ninety-five percent!”

      “Incoming destroyer plasma!” yelled Lieutenant Za Gyniei.

      "Psionic team, overshields now! Helmsmen, bring us about—target the lead frigate, and fire plasma missiles!” Ueyei frantically ordered.

      “The captain is requesting overshields,” Dargonea transmitted telepathically.

      Karklosea replied. “He must think I’m an idiot. Those are already up.”

      Dargonea relayed additional info. “Plasma missiles are being armed.”

      “I’m on it,” Stolanei offered.

      Karklosea’s mind transferred shield information to Stolanei and then communicated, “Iris the shields at these locations when the time comes.”

      The Abyssal Explorer faced away from the planet and toward its mortal enemies. The landscape below slowly glowed red in the areas hit by the destroyers’ plasma blasts. Humanity was officially at war—a war they couldn’t win.

      Multiple plasma shots from the destroyers collided with the overshield, a psionic barrier covering the ship so the shipboard shields wouldn’t be impacted—shields for the shields essentially. Green orbs half the size of the Abyssal Explorer added to the light show.

      Stress filled Karklosea’s mind as she transmitted, “I won’t be able to hold the overshield much longer at this rate.”

      “I’ll lend you my power.” It was Dargonea.

      “I will as well,” offered Stolanei.

      The trio used their combined gifts, transferring more psionic power to the overshields. “Thanks, that should do for the time being,” Karklosea transmitted.

      “Won’t be…able to keep gravity going though,” Dargonea mentioned.

      “That’s OK—drop it,” Karklosea transmitted.

      Dargonea shouted to the bridge crew, “Gravity shutting off!”

      “Everyone, strap in if you haven’t!” ordered Ueyei.

      “Missiles going out!” a weapons officer, Za Yerea, reported.

      The Abyssal Explorer, like all Radiance Union ships, held its missiles on the underside of the ship. Firing main weapons during a frontal barrage was risky, as the shields needed to iris and form a hole large enough for weapon fire to escape, leaving the chance for enemy weapons’ fire to slip through.

      Since the plasma missiles were homing, they could be launched from the underside, travel through an iris section of the shield that was not seeing any action, change course, and race toward its intended target. Psionics were able to further enhance this by connecting their minds to the guidance control systems of the missile. Psionics were quite proficient at guiding missiles into irised sections of the Hashmedai shields, all while helping it evade antimissile fire. A series of green spherical explosions ruptured alongside the forward sections of the three frigates as half the missiles cut through the open holes of their shields.

       

      Jerut smiled as the images of the three frigates taking damage streamed to him via a holographic display. “Order those destroyers to change to a different angle. All those ships need to be firing on the planet’s surface, not at Radiance.”

      “Yes, sir,” Jaroin replied.

      Jerut gazed at the planet’s surface—human cities were burning. “Have attack squadrons three, five, and six from the carriers swarm the Radiance cruiser. Take down its shields, and target weapons systems only.” The holographic display changed, revealing the status of the Radiance Cruiser. “Do not destroy that ship.”

      “Planetary assault teams are ready to enter the atmosphere, sir,” Lynia reported the information from her computer screen.

      “Instruct them to hold until the Radiance ship moves out of firing range.”

       

      Small swarms of triangles shot out from beneath the carriers converging around the Abyssal Explorer. Like the frigates before them, tiny green bolts of plasma shot forward. The light show was now a fireworks display.

      “Incoming fighters!” said Lieutenant Relei.

      Panic filled Ueyei’s eyes as he screamed, “My gods…fire all weapons!”

      “Fighters,” Dargonea reported.

      “I’m not concerned about those right now. I’m concerned about the captain firing off all weapons in this situation. I can’t keep up with the irising requirements of the overshield.”

      Stolanei chimed in. “I can assist.”

      “Don’t bother. He needs to take evasive action. We haven’t come close to hitting one of those, and we won’t at this rate.” Karklosea was becoming irritated. “And now we’re taking too much damage from shots getting through our irises.”

      “I’ll pass it on,” Dargonea offered.

      “Thank you.”

      The main engines of the Abyssal Explorer powered up, propelling it away from the overwhelming heat of combat toward the moon of the human world. The ship’s protective purple overshield shattered, and the blue shield underneath flickered as bolts of plasma relentlessly impacted upon it.

      “Status report?” Ueyei asked.

      Dargonea reported, “Overshield is down.”

      Lieutenant Relei reported, “Main shields down to forty-seven percent. Three carriers are in pursuit of us but are not launching fighters.”

      Ueyei chuckled to himself. “Of course not—they want us to stay far away.” He then added, “Contact our forces at Lejorania Sanctum. Tell them to send every ship they have.”

      “It will take years for them to arrive.” Karklosea released herself from the trance. “The humans will be wiped out long before they arrive.”

      “The closest Hashmedai space bridge is ten light-years away; they won’t make it there alive if our forces move out now,” said Ueyei. His eyes turned to a hologram that revealed the number of enemy ships in play—one blue dot versus almost a hundred red ones. “Why not finish the job? Hashmedai never show mercy like this.”
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* * *

      The attack on Earth took humanity by surprise. Within the first hour, Central America was a burning wasteland along with half of Eastern Europe and the western coast of Australia. Russia and the United States were hit hard with a mixture of planetary glassing and Hashmedai ground assaults. South America and Africa hadn’t seen any action outside of Hashmedai scout ships flying across the skies at high speed and stratosphere frigates floating high in the air.

      Stratosphere frigates. The very same spacecraft Jazz saw as he slammed on the brakes to the minivan he and his Hashmedai acquaintances had escaped in. The wind eerily blew through the trees of a forested area just outside Mont-Tremblant, Québec. He finally spoke, ignoring Kroshka and Onatiasha’s inquiries as to why the sudden stop. “OK, what the hell is that?” He pointed to the alien ship as two objects propelled away from it.

      Onatiasha leaned her head out the window. “It’s one of our strato frigates.”

      The two objects appeared as pear-shaped ships, quickly descending from the sky and immediately launching a barrage of green bolts of energy toward the surface. “Please tell me those are just popsicles they’re dropping to the people below,” Jazz joked. He knew damn well what they were doing.

      Onatiasha returned to her position in the backseat. “Jazz, we should go—very fast, now.”

      The van carried on toward the highway. Jazz looked up to see eight triangular ships flying in formation high above. The speed of the van increased to twenty over the speed limit. He reached for his cell phone—no signal. “So the radio went dead for no apparent reason, and now I have no phone signal.”

      “It’s an invasion, Jazz,” said Onatiasha.

      “Hashmedai invading Earth? Why?” Anger filled his voice.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Bullshit!”

      “Look, if I wanted you dead, I would have had you put out of the airlock after we acquired Kroshka.” Frustration entered her voice as well. “You saw that destroyer chase us—determined to vaporize our ship with us aboard. We are not your enemies, and it was not our intention to attack your world.”

      “OK, fine, but why are the rest of your kind acting like this?” Jazz asked.

      Onatiasha paused for a moment. “The command ship must have been compromised.”

      “Or your people are pissed off that our leaders welcomed Radiance with open arms,” said Jazz. Onatiasha remained silent. “Yeah, that’s probably it,” Jazz decided.

      “We need to keep moving, avoid highly populated areas for now. If the place isn’t burning, it will be crawling with Hashmedai soldiers,” she explained.

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “I’ve invaded Radiance Union colonies. I know how this works. They will devastate one region while leaving another untouched. Once the refugees escape to the untouched areas, they’ll launch a bigger attack,” Onatiasha explained, “demoralizing those who witness it.”
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      Eight years ago…

      The remains of three partially incinerated Linl rangers fell to the ground. Black ash covered the floor of the elevator, and smoke filled the air. Amid the chaos stood Parcisei and Noylarlie, who were removing the non-active slave collar. The duo was in the elevator, heading to the bottom level of an underground detention center deep below the surface.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Noylarlie said.

      “Wait, might be a slight change in plans,” said Parcisei.

      “I don’t care. We’re leaving.”

      “Xyniea might be in danger. One of those rangers talked about a prisoner down below being interrogated and mentioned her name. Yeah, bad news.” Noylarlie sighed as Parcisei continued. “Look, all we need to do is go down there and blow the place up. It will be fun.”

      Movement of the elevator ended as the doors slid open…and the butt of a rifle crashed into Noylarlie’s head. Unconscious, she fell to the ground on top of the charred Linl bodies. Parcisei looked in shock to see an Aryile ranger, who was responsible for the sneak attack, and his Javnis commanding officer.

      “Commander Mil Gengei! What an expected surprise,” said Parcisei. The Aryile raised his rifle at Parcisei, and Gengei did the same. “What are you guys doing? You got the wrong person!”

      “Silence, heretic,” ordered Gengei.

      Parcisei's body fell to the floor via the same manner Noylarlie's did.
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* * *

      Noylarlie awoke with massive pain pulsing through her head…and her psionic gifts nonexistent. She felt the familiar cold feeling of the slave collar around her neck, but this time it was armed and doing its job. Terrific, she thought, examining the boxed room she was held in.

      The walls, floor, and ceiling were white, and that was basically it—an empty white room with seemingly no way in or out. She got to her feet and limped toward the wall, her hand extending forward to touch it. Soft and cold.

      “It’s soft so that when you lose your mind, you will not hurt yourself,” said a voice in the Hashmedai language. Noylarlie slowly turned around to see a hologram of a Linl psionic.

      “Who the fuck are you?”

      “Language, young lady, language.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “You may call me Ure Karklosea.”

      “Thank you,” Noylarlie said, walking around the hologram. She was quite impressed with her cybernetics—definitely more advanced than what Hashmedai had to offer. “Now I know who to kill when I get out of here.”

      Noylarlie’s body was launched across the room, her back hitting the wall. She never fell to the ground, staying pinned to the wall. “I have the power here,” said Karklosea. “There will be no escape for you, only suffering, until you give us the information we seek.”

      Noylarlie’s body was thrown again psionically, landing in the middle of the room below the feet of Karklosea’s hologram. “You’re pissing me off,” Noylarlie said.

      “There are two heretics operating in this system, this we know. Well, three now that Parcisei showed his true loyalty in Morutrin.”

      Noylarlie slowly arose to her feet yet again, this time huffing and puffing. “I don’t know anything about them,” she said.

      “We have one being questioned now, and we suspect Xyniea might be one. The Abyssal Explorer launches soon, and we can’t have her on board if she is one of them,” explained Karklosea. Noylarlie said nothing. “I will punish you if you do not reply,” Karklosea threatened.

      “Go right ahead, bitch.” A thunderous force hit Noylarlie hard enough to spin her around. Once again she was on the ground, out cold.
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* * *

      Noylarlie opened her eyes and stared at a rocky ceiling. She arose, instantly taking note of the bunk in the corner and the sliding door on the other end—her room back at the psionic training facility. Has everything this whole time been a dream? Am I truly still here? She quickly moved her hands and eyes across her body to examine herself—no cybernetic implants, same black uniform she had to wear…and, oh, the slave collar.

      A soft knocking vibrated off the door, probably Abraxin here to do his thing. Her face rested on her palms as she sat on the floor, refusing to move to answer the door. Abraxin will just let himself in anyway. The knock came again, but she still didn’t move, in shock that she had never gotten over this page in life.

      The door slid open, and footsteps made their way into the room behind her. The footsteps were way too soft to be Abraxin’s. Chidorli perhaps? Her head slowly turned to see a child, a Linl by the looks of her long black hair.

      The child spoke in the Hashmedaian language. “Come, your mom wants to talk to you.”

      Mother? Talk to me? Isn’t she dead? Noylarlie thought as the child ran out of the room. Noylarlie got to her feet to pursue the child.

      The far end of the hallway revealed on the walls the shadow of a short person running—must be the child—so she moved her body in that direction. She neared the end of the hallway when suddenly footsteps were heard from behind. Someone was running down the hall, just like she was. The steps got louder as they got closer, and she heard a woman cry out in a language she didn’t understand.

      The person came into view, stopping before her. It was a Linl woman, wearing primitive combat equipment and holding a primitive-looking projectile rifle. The two stared at each other until yet another set of heavy footsteps came from behind. This time a Linl man ran to the two. He had dark skin and wore a similar primitive combat setup as the woman did.

      All three exchanged glances before the child spoke up again. “She’s right here.” Noylarlie spun to face the child. “She said not to take too long, because she can’t stay.”

      The child pointed in Noylarlie’s direction. Noylarlie turned around to see that the two Linl were no longer there. In their place was…Mother. She looked just the way she had when Noylarlie last saw her—blue skin, long silky black hair, and light orange eyes.

      “Mom, I missed you,” said Noylarlie.

      “I’m proud of you, Noy. You’re becoming the woman I wish I had become.”

      “There’s so much I need to tell you.”

      “I can’t stay long, Noy.”

      “When can I see you again?”

      “When Y’lin pays for her crimes, we can talk and enjoy life all we want.”

      The empress? What could her mother possibly mean? The child ran past Noylarlie toward her mother with a smile on her face. She looked up at her and asked, “So you’re Noylarlie and Phylarlie’s mommy?”

      Her mother looked down at the little one and smiled back. “Why, yes, I am. You must be Hannah, right?”

      “Yep, I am! Your hair is very pretty. My mom has hair just like it,” said Hannah.

      “I bet she does, judging by how wonderful your hair looks. Tell your mom I said ‘hello,’” said Mother.

      “I will. I’m going to see her right now!” said Hannah, running farther down the hallway and out of sight.

      "Humans such as her will help you bring in a new age for the Hashmedai people,” Mother said.

      “She is human?” asked Noylarlie.

      “Indeed,” said Mother, pointing to the two combat-geared people who now stood behind Noylarlie. “So are they.”

      She turned around. The human woman and man simply looked at Noylarlie as her mother reached out and touched the back of the slave collar. It instantly vaporized. “Mother,” Noylarlie muttered.

      “I must go now. It was nice talking with you again, Noy.”
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* * *

      Noylarlie’s eyes opened to the sight of a plain white ceiling. She was back in the white room. A dream…or was it? Her fingers slid across her neck. The slave collar was missing, and she was able to interact with her cybernetic implants.

      She got up as Karklosea’s hologram reappeared and spoke. “Awake at last—let us continue, shall we?”

      “Fuck off” was all Noylarlie had to say. She extended one hand forward, releasing a devastating blast of psionic power toward the wall. A hole blasted through, flames flaring up along the edges of her exit out of the prison.

      “Oh my gods,” Karklosea whispered as the hologram shut down.

      Noylarlie stepped into a narrow corridor from the hole in the wall. Two Linl rangers unleashed a barrage of bullets that traveled at a fraction of the speed of light. Rippling blue flashes of light appeared in front of her, and she grinned at their futile attempts at combat. Her feet slowly carried her toward them, while the implants in her arms glowed orange and her psionic shield rippled blue from their weapons’ fire. She unleashed two white fireballs directly at one of them, and his body vaporized instantly from the intense heat. The remaining Linl was still alive, even though his armor was on fire from the blast.

      He launched his body toward her as if jumping from a building. After landing on the floor beneath her, he was raised in the air, where she looked him straight in the face. “Where is Parcisei?” she demanded.

      In his panicked state, he uttered words that meant nothing to her…and the occasional yelp…while his armor burned.“Par…cis…ei?” was all he was able to say, as it was all he understood.

      “Yes, Parcisei—where do you have Parcisei?” Noylarlie said, fist clenched.

      His arm slowly raised, pointing toward the corridor behind them. “Parcisei!”

      “Thanks!” She used her mind to break his neck in three places, and his lifeless body dropped to the ground.

      She made her way to a block of a dozen prison cells. One by one, she peeked through the window on the door of each cell, but nobody was in any of them. The Radiance Union must not see a lot of Hashmedai…or heretics…out in this region of space. Three more cells remained. She peeked through the next window and saw a familiar face.

      “Stand back!” she yelled as the door launched forward with her telekinetic might. Parcisei was on the floor, the side of the door having hit him good. “I said to stand back.”

      “You…didn’t give me enough time to move,” he said, pain in his voice.

      “Get up,” she ordered.

      He complied, slowly coming to his feet. “Why come back for me? You could have teleported out?”

      “Because I have a use for you,” she said. “Do I dare ask if you found the person we stayed around for?”

      “Turns out, you and I are the only prisoners here, alive.”

      “Of course.”

      Blue light flashed within the Crimson Arrow’s cockpit, and Parcisei and Noylarlie emerged from it. Noylarlie took her seat in the main pilot’s chair, while Parcisei strapped into a seat behind her.

      “Let’s not repeat an escape like at Morutrin, OK?” Parcisei said.

      The Crimson Arrow’s engines primed up, raising it off the ground and into the rainy sky, only for it to come to an expected stop. A gravity well manifested behind it, and intense gravity from the well yanked the Crimson Arrow toward it. Noylarlie tried to push forward but to no avail. The gravitational force from the well, combined with the Crimson Arrow’s engines, resulted in the ship slowly moving backward.

      “Why aren’t we moving?”asked Parcisei, concerned.

      Noylarlie looked out the window to find the answer. Karklosea floated in the air directly in front. The well must be her doing. And her undoing was the only way for them to get off this world. Noylarlie unbuckled her seat belt and said to Parcisei, “Take the helm.” She then vanished with blue light.

      “Yeah, about that.” He looked at the many controls up front with a puzzled look his face. “I don’t know what I’m doing.”

      As powerful as the gravity well was, its range was limited, as demonstrated by Karklosea, who floated a mere seven meters away from the Crimson Arrow but did not get pulled in. Noylarlie took note and made sure her jump-port put her behind Karklosea and even farther away from the well. Karklosea spun around, expecting an ambush, but no such thing happened. She and Noylarlie locked eyes as heavy rainfall drenched their levitating bodies.

      Karklosea broke the silence and stared down, her blond hair now soaking wet from the downpour. “So when are you going to kill me?”

      “I was giving you the courtesy to pray to your gods before I got to that,” said Noylarlie. “Do those fancy upgrades make you a Radiance Union Archmage?”

      “Unlike your kind, we don’t label our psionics—nor do we force them to do anything,” Karklosea retorted.

      Noylarlie grinned at her and said, “I don’t hear any praying. You must be very eager to die.” Noylarlie extended her arms forward as her implants glowed orange with psionic energy.

      Karklosea returned the favor by clasping her hands, conjuring a ball of plasma between them. Noylarlie struck first, unleashing two white fireballs from her hands toward Karklosea. Seconds before the flames hit her, Karklosea vanished, leaving behind a streak of blue light. She reappeared just a few meters above Noylarlie, setting free a barrage of purple psionic plasma balls. Blue ripples of light covered the top of Noylarlie’s head—her shield held up well against the plasma.

      However, evasive action was needed. Noylarlie already felt her strength dipping slowly as each blast hit her. Unlike Radiance magnetic rifles, Noylarlie needed to focus more to keep her psionic shields up. Karklosea was indeed a formidable adversary, and this was just the first punch.

      Noylarlie jump-ported, placing her fifteen meters away to face the Linl psionic’s left side. Karklosea faced her precise position, as if she knew Noylarlie would appear there. Karklosea opened her hands, palms facing upward, and shut her eyes to concentrate. What is she planning? Noylarlie thought. Whatever it is, I am not taking any chances. Noylarlie looked down. They were fighting directly over the ocean. Perfect.

      With one of Noylarlie’s arms extended downward, the water below them began to swirl in one spot and quickly rose to form a perfect pillar. The massive water column shot up, creating a translucent barrier between the two. Karklosea’s eyes opened immediately, her concentration broken, causing the two purple orbs of energy she was conjuring in her hands to vanish.

      Like a master summoning a servant, Noylarlie clapped her hands twice and the pillar of water snapped frozen to become a pillar of solid ice. Karklosea materialized behind Noylarlie via a jump-port. Just as planned, Noylarlie thought, gracefully floating her body to the opposite side of the ice pillar as Karklosea shot off another round of plasma balls. Telekinetic power from Noylarlie’s mind gripped onto the ice pillar. The result caused half of it to shatter, forming thousands of razor-sharp icicles. The remaining half broke apart into large balls of ice, which were each the size of a small room. The frozen shrapnel floated toward Noylarlie, orbiting her like rings around a large planet.

      Noylarlie felt the tug of Karklosea’s mind briefly attempting to gain control over her icy minions. The grip of Noylarlie’s telekinesis was too strong. She was in complete control, as indicated by her manic laughter. Her ice field launched toward Karklosea with high velocity. The large ice chunks went first, and Karklosea countered by hurling quickly conjured balls of plasma toward them. The heat from the plasma partially melted a few but not enough to prevent her psionic shields from taking on heavy blows. And the icicles were way too small and plentiful to track and blast.

      Karklosea was now behind her. Noylarlie’s icy friends merely changed direction and continued crashing against her diminishing psionic shield. Noylarlie laughed as she turned to see Karklosea simply floating as her shield strength slowly weakened from the assault. A few more hits, and Karklosea would be truly vulnerable…or at the very least unable to maintain the nearby gravity well. Noylarlie took notice of something critical—Karklosea’s eyes were closed. She wasn’t giving up; she was concentrating.

      “Be gone!” Karklosea yelled as a wave of extreme heat burst out from her chest. The single pulse of heat left behind a cloud of steam as the rainwater and Noylarlie’s ice projectiles vaporized upon impact.

      Karklosea’s cybernetics glowed and remained glowing, along with the strange upgrades mounted to her back. Her face shot a grin at Noylarlie, who shot back a dejected sigh. The heat wave not only removed her ice projectiles out of play but also weakened her psionic strength. Archmages were powerful but not invincible—a lesson Noylarlie was quickly learning.

      More plasma shot toward Noylarlie, these much larger compared to the ones earlier, which was puzzling. Karklosea would need to focus for a few seconds at the very least to launch plasma that large and powerful. Yet here she was, with her hands extended forward, rapidly firing these blasts as if from a plasma rifle.

       

      Parcisei scratched the scales on the back of his neck. He watched in shock the two ladies flying about and trying to kill each other with their psionic sorcery, all the while feeling completely useless. There must be something I can do to help turn the tide of this fight. He repositioned himself at the front of the cockpit, giving the controls of the ship a blank stare. Knobs, dials, buttons, flashing lights, small holograms—none of it made sense to him. Why do the Hashmedai have to make things so complex? “If I was a ‘fire’ button, where would I be?” he mumbled.

      A yellow rectangular button caught his attention, and he tapped it with his finger, resulting in a small holographic display forming just above it. Upon closer examination, the display showed the view just outside the Crimson Arrow, with a targeting crosshair in the middle. This is it.

       

      Two bolts of green plasma released from the main guns of the Crimson Arrow. Noylarlie quickly turned toward it. Parcisei sat upfront, visible through the rain-drenched cockpit window. He waved to her as they made eye contact. He wants to make himself useful—good.

      Noylarlie floated to a spot in front of the Crimson Arrow, narrowly avoiding Karklosea’s plasma balls. She spun around to face Karklosea, releasing one short charged ball of white fire from her hand. As she predicted, Karklosea vanished to leave behind blue light, reappearing to Noylarlie’s far right. Noylarlie repeated the attack, resulting in Karklosea yet again vanishing. This time she left behind a ball of plasma hurling toward Noylarlie, who didn’t move as it impacted her weakened shields to create a splash of blue and purple ripples.

      Karklosea was now behind her, repeating the maneuver again with the same results. To the left, to the right, below her—Noylarlie’s shields weren’t going to take much more. She desperately needed Karklosea to jump-port between her and the Crimson Arrow. Seconds later she did just that. Got you! Noylarlie thought with jubilation.

      Noylarlie’s eye closed as she focused…and baited her challenger. Karklosea noticed Noylarlie’s trance and initiated one of her own to conjure a massive ball of plasma. It materialized in front of her as the large size she’d been using but quickly grew in size as every second passed.

      A barrage of hot green plasma from the Crimson Arrow shot forth; each hit impacted on the back of Karklosea’s psionic shield with explosive results. Karklosea’s concentration broke, and she now had a choice to make—release the gravity well so her reaming psionic power could strengthen her shields or continue to split what little psionic strength she had left to risk being vaporized. Noylarlie floated, waiting for her decision and taking pleasure at the sight of Karklosea’s face as she processed the bad news.

      The gravity well melted away, and the Crimson Arrow was free. Karklosea had chosen survival. Noylarlie’s survival instincts kicked in as well and she vanished into a flash of blue light to reappear inside the Crimson Arrow as it sped off into space at sub–light speeds.

      Noylarlie’s weightless body sat in the cockpit of the Crimson Arrow, with her mind connected to the ship’s systems—probably not best idea since her psionic strength needed to recover. However, the duo needed to make their escape as quickly and error-free as possible, and this was the only way.

      “So remember that time I said not to repeat Morutrin? Yeah, we’re repeating it,” said Parcisei.

      “Shut up.”

      “Every union ship in the system has been alerted…so, yeah.”

      A map of the Lejorania system transmitted to Noylarlie’s weakened mind. Only one ship was near the Crimson Arrow, and the rest were located toward the edge of the system. However, those ships all showed signs of changing course to intercept the Crimson Arrow. The ship in orbit around Lejorania Sanctum remained stationary.

      “The Abyssal Explorer—that’s the one in orbit around Sanctum, right?” she asked.

      “Yeah, that’s the one.”

      “We should be fine. It’s not coming after us.”

      “It’s more of a science and exploration cruiser than a battleship—they won’t strike if they have others coming after us.” He floated to his seat behind her, buckling his seat belt. “And I take it they are coming after us?”

      “Far end of the system—we have a major head start,” she reassured.

      Her mind commanded the ship’s computer to beam to her a map of the nearby star systems. Three red dots in close proximity to each other represented Lejorania and Dark Lejorania, which were controlled by the Radiance Union. Another white dot nearby it was an unknown system—the human star system no doubt. Another dot was seen about twelve light-years away, representing the Cerbillon system. This one was blue. A new course was plotted via her mind’s link to the Cerbillon navigation system.

      “We’re en route to the nearest Hashmedai system with a space bridge. Those ships will end their chase when they realize where we’re headed and that we have a head start.” Noylarlie unbuckled her seat belt, and her body floated in the comfort of zero gravity.

      “Where are you going?” asked Parcisei when she floated past him toward the rear of the ship.

      She stopped and said, “This trip almost takes twenty-eight years, and I’m exhausted. I’m going for a cryo nap.”
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* * *

      Karklosea’s feet landed at the space port, from where the Hashmedai Archmage and heretic ranger had escaped. Rain continued to fall from the sky.

      “We can still track them,” said a familiar voice behind her. Her rain-soaked head turned to see it was Commander Gengei.

      “Forget it—sending ships will only put this system at risk,” she said. “She’s a psionic, too, so there’s nothing stopping her from telepathically telling the empire of our small numbers.”

      “I will send word to command to have a larger fleet stationed in this system,” said Gengei.

      “What of Xyniea?” she asked.

      “We still do not have solid proof—just because she was with the heretic does not mean she is one of them. Perhaps she was fooled like the rest of us into believing he was loyal,” he said. “My contact feeding me this information has gone silent.”

      “Yet the two people she came here with escaped, leaving behind dead rangers.”

      “Xyniea will be placed in cryo, even after we arrive at the human world. I will have her pod flagged as emergency revival only.” He stood next to Karklosea, raising his four eyes to the sky to drench his face in rainwater. “It is unlikely we will have any issues there. As such, she can remain in cryo until our return here. We can question her more in-depth then.”

      “And if you do run into problems?” she asked.

      “I will personally keep her close, to watch her every move until I am satisfied.”
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      “Command, this is Sword One-One. We have a visual on hostile forces,” said Gavin as his F-15C closed in on the Hashmedaian strato frigate.

      Multiple squadrons of fighter jets from the United States Air Force cruised in formation high above the Pacific Ocean. Sunny skies were above them, a white blanket of clouds below them, and alien invaders directly in front. This was the country’s second retaliation strike. The first resulted in the loss of three carriers off the coast of California. It’s a shame more intel wasn’t provided by Radiance, Gavin thought, gazing at the frigate through his fighter’s windshield. Humanity’s new nemesis—the Hashmedai Empire.

      “Copy that, Sword One-One. Be advised we are receiving multiple reports of hostiles generating shields to protect themselves. Focus fire is recommended,” echoed a voice over his radio.

      Dozens of fighters surrounded the frigate from twelve to eleven o’clock positions. Gavin and company came in from three o’clock.

      “Command, this is Sword One-One, requesting permission to engage,” Gavin radioed in.

      Command replied, “Confirmed, Sword. You are a go—good hunting.”

      “Sword One-Two, One-Three, and One-Four, form up on my wing,” Gavin ordered.

      “Copy that, Sword One-One,” said Hendrix.

      The frigate now enveloped most of his sight, much larger than he thought. And to think the ships in orbit are a great deal bigger. Jesus, help us, he thought. Massive sliding doors on the front side of the frigate swung open, releasing five triangular ships. Must be their fighters.

      “Multiple enemy tangos spotted—going in,” said Gavin.

      Hashmedai protecting their ships with shields was no secret at this point. The real secret was, what did it take to kill one of those targets? Better yet, could one be shot down?

      Gavin set his eyes on the lead Hashmedaian fighter as multiple machine-gunfire from other squadrons impacted their shields, forcing some to break off. Others simply were knocked off course due to the hit. The frigate went out of his view—replacing it was the cloud cover below and a solo fighter flying right above it.

      “He’s breaking off. Keep on him,” Gavin said.

      Hendrix, Nelson, and James—Sword One-Two, -Three, and -Four, respectively—flew in formation with Gavin taking point. Four F-15Cs versus one solo Hashmedai interceptor—what could possibly go wrong? The four pushed the nose of their fighters downward to the interceptor below.

      Gavin’s Heads up Display (HUD) confirmed promising information. “Got a lock. Fox three!”

      Four advanced medium-range Air-to-Air missiles, typically referred to as AIM-120 AMRAAM.  Propelled off the bottoms of their jets, leaving behind straight lines of exhaust from the tail ends of the warheads. All four impacted the top of the interceptor one after another, creating fiery explosions with each hit and blue ripples on its shields.

      “Negative damage. Sword One-Seven, One-Five, form up—we need your support,” Gavin ordered.

      “Copy that, One-One,” Simons and Devon said in unison.

      Gavin, Hendrix, Nelson, and James’s fighters ended their descents, leveling with the interceptor on its six. Simons and Devon came in on approach from five o’clock. In an unexpected turn of events, the interceptor made a full 180-degree turn, placing Gavin and company in direct line of fire as it let out a barrage of hot green plasma. Gavin and James’s jets made a hard bank to the left, while everyone else banked to the right to avoid the streaking bolts of green. The interceptor’s engines powered up, propelling it in the opposite direction of its human pursuers.

      “Damn, he’s fast,” said James over the radio.

      The now six pursuing jets, led by Gavin, formed up again to take another shot at the lone interceptor. It was trying to group back up with the existing four interceptors, which were all engaging and shooting down fighter jets. The frigate came back into Gavin’s view as they flew upward, trailing behind the lone interceptor. Streaks of black smoke crossed the sky in random directions. The Hashmedai were winning.

      Weapon range was reestablished as Gavin’s HUD informed him of a positive lock. “Taking it to him—fox three!”

      Six AIM-120 AMRAAM missiles slammed into the back of the lone interceptor, all producing the same results as before, impacting on its shields…with the exception the final one. Gavin’s eyes quickly assessed the status of the interceptor as sparks erupted from its tail end. That last barrage took down the shields—they were killable, just not very easily.

      “Shield is down but minimal damage,” Gavin reported, a little bit of joy in his voice. That joy quickly turned to frustration when two interceptors descended behind the group.

      “Bogeys on my six,” radioed Devon.

      All six jets banked their aircraft to the right, avoiding plasma fire from the two interceptors. One jet wasn’t quite fast enough and exploded as hot plasma melted through its hull and ignited the jet fuel.

      “Sword One-Seven is down,” radioed Simons, but those proved to be his last words. The interceptors chose him as their next target, vaporizing the tail end of his jet with a nonstop volley of green orbs.

      Gavin's eyes scanned the aerial battlefield as more black smoke from burning jets populated the area around the frigate. This isn’t worth it. “Command, this is Sword One-One. We are taking heavy casualties, and progress is minimal,” he said.

      “Copy that. All squadron leaders return to base—aborting mission.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Chloe was walking alone in the streets of Fallujah, Iraq, wearing her US Marine combat uniform. Something didn’t sit well with her. There were no people, no fellow marines…just a lone child, standing there. Hannah, she said her name was? Chloe couldn’t quite remember why or how she knew that. She slowly stepped closer to the girl, keeping her M16 pointed to the ground. Don’t want to risk an accident now.

      She stood behind Hannah, debating on how to greet her. Turned out that wasn’t necessary at all. Hannah spun around to greet Chloe, and in her hands was a newborn infant with light skin.

      “Hi, Chloe!” said Hannah, smiling at the infant in her arms.

      Chloe knelt down to Hannah’s level to get a better view of the infant. The baby yawned, revealing two fangs growing in. The sight of it made her jerk back a bit. She didn’t expect that…or the color of its eyes as they opened. They were glowing a dark red in the shade of the building next to them.

      Hannah stared past Chloe and spoke to someone in an unfamiliar language. Chloe turned around to see a strange woman behind here. She had blue skin, red eyes, and long black hair, wearing a skimpy outfit with wired mechanical devices sticking out of her arms and upper body.

      Hannah joyfully approached the woman, handing the infant off to her. The woman and Hannah exchanged words, but Chloe didn’t understand any of it.

      Hannah returned to Chloe’s side and said, “She’s a nice lady. I told her to visit Earth one day when that baby is all grown up!”

      A black man wearing a Canadian Armed Forces uniform and armed with a C8 rifle exited the building and stood behind Hannah. Chloe took note of the name on his uniform—Johnson.

      Hannah eagerly turned to him. “Hey, Jake! Glad you could join us.” She turned to Chloe, who was still kneeling on the ground. “You should get up and say ‘hello’ to him, Chloe.”

      There was just one problem—Chloe couldn’t move. Her body remained frozen in the kneeling position. “I…can’t move.”

      Hannah said, “You gotta get up, Chloe!” But Chloe’s body did not cooperate. Hannah gently gripped Chloe’s shoulder. “Get up, Marine!”
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* * *

      “Get up, Marine!” shouted Major Oliver, his hand firmly placed on Chloe’s shoulder.

      She opened her eyes to the sight of a downed and burning CH-47 Chinook helicopter—the very same one she had been riding until something hit it. Now she lay on the streets of what once was…Baltimore. Yes, that was what was below them when the Hashmedai fired at them.

      Cars in the distance were burning, some with occupants still inside but long deceased. The sidewalks were littered with corpses of a dozen people—some civilian, others from the National Guard. The sky glowed pink from the glow of God-knows-how-many fires burning out of control.

                  “How long was I out for?” she asked.

      “No idea. We saw you guys go down and came in to assist,” said Oliver.

      She got to her feet, dusting debris off her uniform, and asked, “What about everyone else?”

      “All KIA—you were the only one not burned to a crisp.” He jerked his helmet-covered head in the direction behind him. “We need to keep moving. We’re outnumbered down here.” Looking in the same direction, she saw even more destruction of this once-livable city and four other familiar faces—Henry, Marlo, Luis, and Chang—who were all fellow marines, part of Oliver’s group. Chloe grabbed her rifle as the two moved to group up with the rest.

      “Where were you guys headed?” Oliver asked Chloe.

      “Withdrawing from Atlantic City, sir. Plan was to regroup and reinforce O’Hare forward operation base,” Chloe explained. She made eye contact with Marlo and gave him a nod.

      He acknowledged her presence with a simple, “Captain.”

      “Let’s keep moving west,” Oliver said to the group. “This place is too hot for us lone survivors.”

      The marines continued on, moving past several overturned cars and trucks, which were all half-melted—Hashmedai plasma at work. As they moved even more carnage was unveiled, including a mangled bus with about four or five crushed army rangers underneath it. All the windows of the bus were shattered, and its damage suggested it rolled on its side multiple times before flattening those soldiers.

      Luis’s fist raised into the air signaling everyone to stop. There was movement, and it wasn’t from this world. Chloe quickly stared at the Baltimore Convention Center, where a “floater”—the nickname given to Hashmedaian psionics—hovered several meters above it. If floaters were near, then so were Hashmedai soldiers.

      An abandoned car at an intersection provided cover for Chloe, Marlo, and Henry. Oliver, Chang, and Luis utilized another car for the same purpose. Rifles were in hand, safeties switched off, as contact with the enemy was imminent. Chloe peered over the top of the car’s trunk. The floater remained in his spot, hovering. He was looking for something…or someone…as indicated by the movement of his head slowly scanning the convention center’s rooftop.

      Oliver fixed his gaze to the right, looking for an escape from the area. Word had quickly spread that taking on these guys was suicide. Chloe’s last encounter with them resulted in six marines emptying their magazines into one, every bullet bouncing off its shield. It countered by simply waving its arms to turn said marines into ash.

      Oliver, Chang, and Luis’s car suddenly exploded, sending the three hurtling away in the air. “What the fuck?” yelled Oliver, getting up from the ground.

      Green bolts of plasma rained down on the marines. A few more shots came toward them from ground level. Chloe and Henry put their sights on their Hashmedaian targets—three plasma-rifle-wielding soldiers at one corner of the intersection. The marines returned the gesture with their M16 rifles. “They’ve seen us!” Henry shouted.

      Marlo’s rifle erupted with fire toward the three. He stopped to scan the skyline, but there was someone else up there shooting. Oliver and Chang made it to the back of Chloe’s car, but Luis slowly limped. The blast had hit him the worst, ultimately causing his demise as plasma from the sky burned a hole through his chest and set afire what remained of his organs. He fell backward—no legs to support him since those were burned to a crisp.

      “Man down!” yelled Marlo.

      Chloe quickly looked up at the two Hashmedai riflemen atop the adjacent building. Her index finger raised toward Luis’s killers. “Top of the building!” she screamed. Five more appeared on the building after a bolt of blue light hit it. “Right side, right side!”

      Chloe, Marlo, and Henry’s rifles unleashed a storm of bullets at the new threat. She stopped firing briefly, turning back to look at the convention center. What became of that floater? He’s gone—not good. Almost instantly, the car was no longer safe cover as it got yanked across the intersection and became cover for the three Hashmedai riflemen. Oliver almost fell backward, as his back was leaning on it when it moved.

      “Knights, knights, knights!” Chang screamed as he spotted two Hashmedaian guardians—“knights” as they had been nicknamed.

      Their sword tractor beam was no doubt responsible for the car suddenly flying across the road, conveniently giving the Hashmedai ground side something to protect them from the bullets. The marines were now fully exposed and out of time to think of a new plan. Three shooters and two knights were on the ground, eight more up top.

      “Floater in play!” said Chloe. “Let’s move.”

      The floater wanted to have some fun as it levitated down to the streets beneath it. The marines got to their feet and darted toward the ground-level entrance of the convention center, leaving behind smoldering craters, where plasma balls, intended for the marines, hit the ground.

      “This way!” Oliver ordered, leading the way past the shattered windows of the darkened convention center.

      Chloe noticed that the arms of the floater glowed orange, and she knew bad things were about to happen. Chloe was the last to enter, running to tell the others to get back. An explosion rocked the front side of the convention center—massive white fireballs the cause. Flames and smoke flared up while green balls of plasma flew toward the marines.

      “Fuck off already!” yelled Chloe, taking cover behind a nearby wall to return fire.

      Blind exchange, plasma for bullets, between the two forces occurred nonstop for about a minute. Another explosion occurred farther back. That floater must be bombarding the place with his powers, Chloe thought.

      The two knights stepped forward, through the flames and smoke, into the center. Each had a plasma sword in one hand and a handheld plasma shield in the other. Weapons’ fire from the marines came to an end—no point wasting ammo on the absorbent shields.

      Oliver screamed from behind a pillar,”Get a frag in there!” But the knights’ shields extended to the top of the ceiling, so the grenades exploded with only a flowing blue ripple effect.

      “I got civilians here!” Chang said from the distance. A small group of people, no more than four, were at the very back of the ground level. Terror filled their eyes, and dirt and soot covered their face and clothing.

      Oliver said, “Henry, get the civilians to the back of the building. We’ll hold them off—”

      Oliver’s body shot forward toward the knights, one having fired off a tractor beam. Oliver landed on the ground below their feet and proceeded to perform his last action—springing to his feet, only to be decapitated by the swift swing of a plasma sword. The knight laughed as Oliver’s blood splattered on his shield. Five more Hashmedai became visible to the group as the knights quickly pushed forward with their impervious shields.

      “Everyone—back, back, back!” ordered Chloe. Oliver’s demise instantly put her in command. “Warriors—five of them!”

      Chloe, Henry, Marlo, and Chang took up position in front of the civilians. An inactive elevator was beside them, and Chang attempted to force it open. It was a long shot, but getting the civilians safely stored within the confines of its shaft was the best and only option.

      Chloe reached into her back pocket, pulling out the Radiance distress beacon. How the hell does this thing work? Figure it out now, Vaughan, she thought, her fingers randomly fiddling with it. Nothing, fuck. The knights and warriors came into Chloe’s view once again. Her time to meddle with this alien device was running out. A bright light in the center of the device flashed as her palm slapped the side of it. This better work. “Shit…everyone stay down,” Chloe said as the Hashmedai closed the distance between them minutes later.

      Her rifle let loose a flurry of shots alongside Henry and Marlo, giving the shieldless warriors something to think about before leaving the safety of their knights upfront. The exchange carried on for another minute or so before multiple explosions came from outside.

      Even the pursuing Hashmedai stopped to talk among themselves. It was clear they were worried—something unexpected had happened. More explosions knocked everyone to the ground, including the Hashmedai. The convention center rumbled, slowly crumbling to pieces as debris fell from the ceiling like hail.

      Chloe felt a wave of heat shoot past her as the final explosion went off, completely destroying the front end of the convention center. Light from outside illuminated the back area where the humans stood. A ship hovered in front of them, and below that were the burning and mangled bodies of the Hashmedai group.

      Chloe got to her feet and analyzed the ship—she recognized it. It was the same ship that had landed on the White House lawn not long ago. Radiance sure knows how to make an entrance. The ship slowly lowered toward the ground, hovering just a few feet above it while its side entrance swung open. A lizard-like man with four eyes leaped out, wearing a black suit of alien combat amour.

      As his feet connected with the floor, he turned to Chloe and said, “Hurry aboard. This region of the planet is no longer safe.”

      “Yeah, no shit,” muttered Henry.

      Chloe approached the lizard man. “Thanks for the assist. I had my doubts the beacon would work.”

      “That…was you?” he asked, puzzled.

      “Yeah, Stolanei gave it to me,” said Chloe.

      The lizard looking visitor gazed at the civilians with his four eyes. “You have noncombatants?”

      “I hope you have room. We need to get them out of here,” said Chloe.

      The lizard man peered into his ship. Chloe curiously moved her body closer to see what had him concerned. She saw that more civilians were in the back of the ship, some of them visibly beaten and downtrodden. “We will…make it work,” said the lizard man.

      She turned to the flock behind her, motioning them over with her hand. “Let’s go! This is our ticket outta here!”

      The transport took to the skies with the survivors on board, many still visibly shaken. She took a seat up front next to the lizard man, who piloted the craft above the burning city below. What did he say his name was? Right…Gengei.

      “Glad you guys are on our side,” she said to him. “Where are the rest of your people? Didn’t you have a bigger ship in orbit?”

      “It was attacked. We were forced to withdraw or risk being shot down,” said Gengei.

      “Will it be able to support us?” she asked.

      “The Hashmedai have a great number of ships in orbit. Our ship, the Abyssal Explorer, will not be able to assist.”

      “So we’re on own, then,” said Chang from behind.

      “Not so—I am here.” Gengei turned and nodded toward a young Aryile woman who was talking with the human survivors in the back. “And…so is she.”

      Chloe looked and said, “The translator?”

      “Yes, Odelea. She is young, but she convinced me to help the civilians. I just…do not know where to take them.”

      Chloe zeroed in on the devastation below. The transport was now high enough in the sky that a large view of the East Coast could be seen from the window. The landscape was littered with burning buildings and smoking glass-lined craters.

      “We have a forward operation base set up in Chicago,” Chloe said. “Should be safer there—it was last time I checked.”

      “Jesus Christ…look at that,” Marlo said as he peered through the cockpit’s window.

      “I will help your people to the best of my skills. But until the Hashmedai fleet moves or spreads out, my people above are useless,” Gengei said, activating a holographic projection of North America. “So Chic…ago? I am…unfamiliar with the names of the places on this world.”

      Chloe’s finger landed on the approximate location of Chicago on the projection. “Right here.”

      “Thank you. We shall be there shortly.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Phylarlie pondered the thought of Lettielia and Nodevar’s whereabouts. They were reassigned to a new task—this part they knew since Whigli had received a transmission to return to the command ship, a transmission he flat out ignored.

      The subsequent invasion of the human world gave Phylarlie and Whigli the chance to pilot the transport throughout the world with no worry of being detected. Humans were busy dealing with the stratosphere frigates, while Hashmedaian forces saw the transport as friendly. Their search for Chidorli and Kroshka, however, turned up no results. The human city Phylarlie last saw them in had become a burning, glassy crater, slowly filling with water from a nearby river. The surrounding area was crawling with Hashmedai ground forces, which razed cities, slaughtered survivors, and retaliated against human soldiers.

      Whigli sat upfront in the transport’s cockpit, his arms crossed, while his psionic mind piloted. Phylarlie noticed his head bobbing up and down, fatigue clearly kicking in. Whigli had not slept since the UN incident, and neither had Phylarlie—though she had been relying on the transport’s stim injection supply to stay awake during this stressful time.

      “Take this,” she said, holding a small purple cylinder to his face. His tired eyes looked puzzled. “Stims—they’ll keep you awake and focused.”

      “It had better not interfere with my psionics,” he said, removing it from her light-blue hands.

      “Mine work, so you should be fine,” she reassured him. “No sleeping allowed until we find them, so take these.”

      He guided the device to the side of his shirtless body. A soft hissing sound emitted as the chemicals entered his body. Phylarlie grinned. The sight reminded her of the anti-pregnancy chems her mother provided her and Noylarlie when they were younger and copulating with men for the first time. Copulation was something she’d been lacking in life since becoming an assassin. Number-one task when I return back to Hashmedai-controlled space—find a male to seduce. She stared at Whigli with bedroom eyes and grinned.

      “Any other places you can think of to search?” he asked.

      She activated a holographic display that showed an image of the continent. Some areas on the map glowed red, which meant the area had been glassed or razed. Thirty-eight percent of the map was red, most of it on the eastern side. “None, unless they used human flight craft to travel prior to the attacks. In that case, they could be anywhere.” She added, “Can’t you send her a telepathic message?”

      “I was never good at that. Besides, the mind shield onboard might interfere since she’s been labeled an enemy.”

      “Then let’s get off and then try.” She placed herself next to him. Her holo display switched to a projection of the planet and then zoned in to the North Pole. “We can land here. It's cold and icy like that region we were at earlier.” The two looked at each other, and she smiled. “Another place on this world I’ve always wanted to visit.”
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      The sight of military tanks rolling below through the streets outside their hotel window became a common sight for Alisha. Los Angeles was one of the few cities in North America that remained unaffected by the invaders. A great number of refugees from Canada, Mexico, and the rest of the United States slowly poured into Nevada and California. Along the West Coast, only San Francisco and Reno had seen alien activity. Outside of that, it was as if nothing had happened, provided one ignored the displaced people and increased military presence.

      The future naturally was Alisha’s mightiest concern. According to news reports, Montreal and most of the East Coast were gone. Like it or not, her family was stuck here in LA and would have to claim refugee status. But with so many coming in, would there be enough food and water supplies for everyone? Her concern was that rioting and chaos might be a common sight while the military would be forced to take control—assuming, of course, there was a future. At the rate things were progressing, Earth could turn into a mass grave of 7.4 billon. If the Radiance Union are truly here to help, they need to get their act together now.

      Jason crept up next to Alisha, who was lost in thought as she looked out the window. Her body jerked slightly as he embraced her with one arm. “Sorry,” he said.

      “It’s fine, Jay,” she said. “On a positive note, I guess we are moving to LA.”

      The two chuckled, laughter the only thing keeping their hopes up. “And we’ll be closer to Korea—easier access to my cousins,” Jason added.

      Alisha turned to him, a troubled look on her face. “Jay…”

      “I’m sure Korea is still standing; these aliens are doing a terrible job at wiping us out despite all the ships and tech they have.” A smile of hope manifested on his face. “I’m sure the unconfirmed, secondhand reports of Korea burning are untrue.”

      Hannah unexpectedly joined the two. She stared blankly out the window as if she were looking for someone or something. A sight in the skies zipped through, heading north and filling the air with screams of horror from people below. It was a Hashmedaian ship, the last thing people wanted to see. Both Jason and Alisha’s eyes opened wide as fear streamed through their trembling bodies. Little Hannah said, “Don’t worry, guys. It’s just Phylarlie. She’s looking for the princess. She doesn’t want to fight us.”
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* * *

      Anna awoke from her nap in the waiting room of Cedars-Sinai Medical Center. The crowd had quickly grown with more and more injured refugees. Some entered with burns on most of their bodies and others with blood-soaked clothing. Most of the people came from just outside Nevada and California. The state of their bodies and minds painted a horrifying image in her head of what was going on in the rest of the country…hell, the rest of the world.

      Dianna stood next to her, wearing a doctor's uniform and gently touching Anna’s shoulder after waking her from the dream.

      “Glad to see you made it,” Dianna said. “Since we don’t know how long Gavin will be gone, it might be best for you to make your home here until things return to normal. Oh, and sorry about waking you up like that.”

      “It’s OK. I was having that strange dream again,” Anna said, “the one with the little girl and two soldiers running after her.”

      “It is probably just stress,” Dianna suggested.

      Anna let out a comforting laugh. “Hell, I hope so.”

      “I have to check on a few patients. Can I get you something to drink?” Dianna offered.

      “Sure, and is Dr. Jakins in? I may as well see him while I’m staying here.”

      “Absolutely. I’ll tell him once he’s free.” She took a quick scan of the waiting room. “It probably won’t be anytime soon, but who knows?”

      Dianna left with a smile. Anna heard a helicopter landing on top of the building. Must be critically wounded refugees from out east, she thought. Dianna returned with a paper cup in hand, offering it to Anna. “Thanks,” said Anna, who drank it down fast.

      Dianna reached for the empty cup. “I’ll take it. The garbage bins are full out here.”

      “Oh, thank you.”
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* * *

      A Radiance data pad rested in the hands of Dr. Jakins, who was better known by his real name and title—High Scholar Ure Telinei. He stood in the computer lab of Westside Institute of the Gifted, glancing over reports of his latest work and the status of fellow Order members on this world. Blue light flashed in the hallway just outside. The reading will have to wait. He put the pad down.

      “Still have this hologram up and running?” a familiar voice called out to him.

      “You never know—a human might stumble in,” he said.

      “Let them. It won’t matter soon,” the voice called back.

      He held the data pad again, flipping through several windows before coming across the hologram command for the room. Suddenly the image of the Institute vanished, replaced with a laboratory of Linl design. Black sheets of metal covered the windows and walls, blocking out all sunlight and projecting a holographic image of the Institute to the outside world. Rows upon rows of cryo tubes were lined up along the room. Tubes that were active held human subjects—Telinei’s test subjects—most of them children. A blue-and-white medical table with a computer terminal attached to the back of it was in the center of the room. A naked human man and woman lay side by side on the table, both sedated.

      With the illusion gone, Telinei was able to see the person he was talking to. It was his favorite psionic—Ure Sinzihea, who was known to the humans as “Dianna Lee.” She walked toward him, offering him an empty paper cup.

      He grabbed it with a puzzled look on his old face. “What do I want with this?”

      “Anna Chambers—she drank from it not long ago.”

      His face lit up. “Oh, aren’t you cunning?”

      “Traces of her DNA should be all over it.”

      Telinei rushed to the terminal in the middle of the lab. He placed the cup on a black disk- shaped object with dark blue rings in its center. The cup hovered for a moment before projecting a holographic image of a human DNA strand. “I can work with this,” he said about the newly acquired data.

      “Blood samples would be better, but we need to project the image that you’re too busy tending to other issues, to get hers.” Sinzihea walked toward the two human test subjects.

      “Exactly.” His face never left the sight of the hologram. “It has indeed changed since the last DNA sample we got from her a few days ago.”

      “Yes, you might want to make an appearance soon. Lots of refugees are coming in, and some of them have potential,” She stopped mid speech to receive a communication. “Well, well,” she said afterward.

      “Who was it?” he asked.

      “I shall return with a gift.” Blue light flooded the lab as she vanished.

      Seconds later Telinei’s data pad lit up with activity, and his withered hands interacted with the screen. A new video uploaded to it, a copy of Anna’s recent dream. Hermaei’s mind probing device at it again. It’s a shame the union removed the one from Chloe’s brain. She, too, was having the same dreams, so it would have sped up research considerably.
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* * *

      Sinzihea’s body slowly rematerialized in a forested region on the side of a mountainous area. She still wore the doctor’s uniform, thus covering her cybernetics so her abilities operated slower than normal. The wind blew fast, her hair moving about in rhythm with the grass and trees. Before her stood a Celestial Order member she and Telinei had been waiting to see for a long time.

      “Xyniea, good to finally see you,” said Sinzihea.

      “My apologies for the delay. Gengei had me placed on emergency revival only upon our arrival.” Xyniea’s eyes took a quick look at the mountains, thinking about home. “Thankfully, Wayinea got me out of cryo earlier, thought I had other duties to deal with.”

      “Do you have it?” asked Sinzihea.

      Xyniea produced a data crystal from her jumpsuit’s side pocket. She firmly held it between her index finger and thumb. “Here it is—all the research data from our contacts in the Morutrin system, before they got caught by the union.”

      The crystal left Xyniea’s hand and traveled through the air toward Sinzihea’s telekinetic pull. Sinzihea hovered her hand below it. As she released her mind, it fell into her palm.

      “Finally. Send Parcisei my regards.”

      “If he’s alive. Last I heard they figured out he was one of us. He’s a wanted man.” Xyniea stared at the group of Celestial Order members who stood behind her. “Now for us…”

      “Yes, yes, there’s room in the lab for you all to stay,” Sinzihea said, placing the data crystal in her pocket. “The lab is located in a region Jerut has been instructed not to attack until further notice.”

      “We’re aware of that. Just tell him not to miss the region north of it. Our operations there are done,” Xyniea said.

      Sinzihea paused. “That means even more refugees. We need to speed this up.”

      “So is it true about Wayinea?” Xyniea asked.

      “Yes, she and Hermaei are dead,” Sinzihea said. “Minor setback to our plans, however.”

      “A pity. I really enjoyed her massages,” Xyniea said.

      Sinzihea stripped her top off. Teleporting Xyniea and her group would require her cybernetics to run correctly.

      Xyniea laughed. “Putting on a show for the lads?”

      Sinzihea rolled her eyes and then closed them to concentrate as her implants glowed blue.
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* * *

      He wasn’t kidding, Chloe thought as Chicago came into view from the window of the cockpit. The trip in the Radiance transport took no more than three minutes from Baltimore to the Windy City. According to Gengei it could have been done even faster, but he didn’t want to risk overshooting the intended destination, a forward operation base (FOB) established at O’Hare International Airport.

      Since the invasion, the US military had annexed several airports across the country to be used as bases for launching and landing aircraft, troop deployment, or setting up medical treatment stations. With the East Coast more or less lost, heavy military presence in airports on this side of the country quickly became common.

      “Oh great,” Chloe said upon taking in the sights of the local area. The scars of war were visible. The Hashmedai have been here.

      “Guess we’re not dropping these civvies off here, then,” said Marlo.

      “It will only be a matter of time before Hashmedai ground forces take this city,” Gengei said.

      “Take us to the base anyway. They might need help,” said Chloe. “If things are too hot, Gengei, fly these people someplace you feel is safe.”

      Gengei replied, “As you wish, Captain Chloe Vaughan.”

      Well, that was awkward, she thought. “Uh, just call me ‘Vaughan’ for now.”

      O’Hare came into view from the window. Black smoke billowing into the sky attracted the attention of the marines onboard. Chloe was especially concerned. Her sister Sarah was assigned there.

      “Oh, shit!” yelled Henry.

      “This vessel packed a punch last time,” said Chloe. “Can we use it again to provide air support?” she asked.

      Gengei hesitated to reply. “Well, this is a transport ship. It has only plasma missiles loaded for defense, and I used the last missiles in stock to help you.”

      Chloe rolled her eyes and said, “So we’re just a flying bus at this point?” she added. “Guess we’re going in on foot.”

      The transport came to a full stop and hovered briefly above a runway before lowering to the ground. “Taking us down!” Gengei informed. Chloe, Henry, Marlo, and Chang stood in front of the exit, readying their assault rifles. Another battle with the enemy waited.

      Small vibrations rocked the transport from front to the back—it was taking fire. The civilians in the back had a pretty good idea of what was going outside, and it terrified them as they held on to one another. A few children were crying, and those who were religious prayed. Chloe wondered how many more were at risk back east. How many more are at risk around the world? The thought made her sick, and that sickness fueled her rage toward the Hashmedai. Make no mistake, human justice will be served, she thought, building motivation.

      Another vibration caused everyone to rock in unison with the transport. “Do not be concerned. The shields will protect us,” said Gengei. “But we will have to lower them to let you off the craft.”

      “Get them back up as soon as we’re through. Then get these people outta here!” Chloe shouted as the transport landed.

      Gengei arose from his seat and called Odelea to him. The two spoke in their exotic language. Their exchange ended with Odelea sitting up front and taking the controls of the ship. He placed a pistol in her trembling hands.

      The marines were eager to get into battle. “I’m coming with you,” Gengei informed them, reaching for his rifle.

      Chloe objected. “Gengei, I really need you to—”

      “You need me to provide assistance in the coming battle,” he said. “Odelea will operate the transport.”

      Gengei’s rifle powered on, making a soft humming sound, as he stepped up next to the marines as if he were one of them. He exchanged grins with Chloe, and Odelea interacted with the computer systems of the vessel. The doors swung open to reveal the airport-turned-military-base under siege. Four M16s and a magnetic rifle extended forward as the operators of those weapons sprinted out into the chaos, with Chloe and Gengei taking point.

      The constant popping sounds of rifles and machine guns firing echoed in the air. Many soldiers were still alive and fighting back. A nearby overturned baggage truck provided the group of five with cover as they ducked behind to it. Gengei peeked around the corner, while Chloe quickly glanced up at three Hashmedai wielding plasma rifles.

      “The Hashmedai have always relied on melee as their main means of combat. Plasma rifles are given to soldiers they deem too weak,” Gengei said.

      A Hashmedaian finger was pointed directly at them. The three Hashmedai charged over, their rifles powering up. Gengei stepped out of cover with his rifle pointed forward. Chloe followed suit, taking aim. Henry, Marlo, and Chang did the same.

      A flurry of human-made bullets and sub-light-speed Radiance bullets accelerated toward the three Hashmedai. Gengei’s shots ripped through the light armor plating of the Hashmedai on the far left. The remaining two eventually fell over, their bullet-riddled heads oozing blood onto the ground. The armor was tough enough to withstand M16 weapon fire, but their helmetless heads were not.

      “Let’s move!” ordered Chloe. The five traversed past burning fighter jets, helicopters, and the bodies of fellow American soldiers alongside dead Hashmedai warriors and knights. The sacrifice of the deceased soldiers wasn’t entirely in vain, as they had managed to tag a few Hashmedai before hitting the ground.

      More gunfire erupted, and Chloe turned to the airport terminal. Yellow lines streaked across shattered windows. The remaining military soldiers were inside and slowly being boxed in by the Hashmedai. They needed to find a way inside that would put them behind the attacking Hashmedai.

      Chloe stopped, her eyes frantically scanning the exterior of the building. There, an entrance! It was a good distance away from the action. Chloe pointed to it. “Over here! We can get in through there!” she yelled, perhaps a little too loud. A shirtless Hashmedaian man with mechanical devices on his body descended from the sky, blocking the entrance. Damn floater.

      The group came to a grinding halt as they laid eyes on the worst possible roadblock. The floater glared with orange eyes and laughed. He levitated to the sky, his bodily implants glowing blue—not a good sign.

      "Psionic! Take cover now!” yelled Gengei.

      Chloe, Gengei, and Marlo strafed to the right, hiding behind a cargo container. Henry and Chang ran toward a stationary baggage truck. The floater opened his eyes and raised his hands to the sky. Chloe felt the air below her waist drop in temperature—fast.

      “Move now!” Gengei said.

      Chloe and Marlo complied, seeing Gengei get up and sprint out of cover. Seconds later their former cover spot was encased in solid ice. How is that even possible? Chloe thought.

      “Keep shooting it,” said Gengei, letting loose a storm of shots that reflected off the floater’s shields.

      Chloe disagreed with the tactic. She’d fought enough to know bullets wouldn’t drop them. “It’s a waste of ammo. That shield protects it from all sides!”

      “It is not a waste!” Gengei insisted.

      She shrugged and took aim as instructed, rifle shots spewing forth, and the rest of the marines in the group did the same. Five streaks of projectiles impacted the floater’s shield, sparking blue ripples with each hit. Its arms glowed orange, so everyone knew what was coming next and ran. Two white fireballs rained down on Henry and Chang’s general area as they ran. Two massive explosions went off, but the two were still alive as indicated by their continued weapon fire.

      The floater glared directly at Gengei. Whatever it was trying to attempt, it didn’t work as Gengei repeatedly strayed left. “The shield is generated from his mind,” explained Gengei, continuing to shoot and stray. “Stay in motion. Between that and the weapons’ fire, he cannot move you with telekinetics.”

      Marlo followed Gengei’s lead, and soon all five were running and gunning in circles around the levitating and frustrated Hashmedai.

      “The more pressure you put on him, the more he has to focus to keep up. Eventually he’ll grow tired, forced to either drop the shield or keep it up while ceasing to use his other skills.” Gengei made a lap around the floater.

      “Just like that?” asked Chloe. There was stress in her voice.

      “Yes, unless this is an Archmage. If that’s the case, we’re already dead and he’s just toying with us,” Gengei said.

      “Great,” replied Chloe.

      The floater propelled his body some seventy feet into the air. The sudden ascension caused the marines to lose their target, taking the pressure off his shields. No matter—everyone needed time to do a quick reload. Gengei maintained his assault, and the small screen atop his rifle auto-zoomed to an image of the floater. The accuracy, range, fire power—without the need to reload his weapon—was absolutely mind-blowing to Chloe.

      Henry’s body suddenly launched into the air—a critical reminder for the rest to keep moving. Gravity eventually took hold with deadly results as he crashed down onto the runway, his body exploding on impact like a melon falling out of a high-rise building.

      “Man down! Man down!” shouted Marlo.

      Continued weapons’ fire all but came to a halt at this point. Their target being so high up and floating about rapidly in random directions proved to be troublesome. Only Gengei could keep up. Then the Hashmedai disappeared from sight as the sky flashed blue. Gengei’s rifle became silent, since not even he knew where the enemy was at that moment.

      “Where the fuck did he go?” asked Chloe.

      Nine burning fighter jets scattered across the runway trembled as if a massive invisible hand were trying to pick them up—which in a way turned out to be somewhat accurate as one by one they slowly left the ground and floated to the sky.

      Gengei backed up in shock. “We have a new problem!” He ran toward their original destination, the airport terminal.

      Chang turned to see nine flaming hulks now in the sky, positioning above them. “Are you fucking serious right now?” he shouted.

      “Move, move, move!” exclaimed Chloe as she and the rest gave it their all to keep up with Gengei. How does he move so fast with combat armor like that?

      Visual with the floater was reestablished as he hovered above the ATC tower with his arms stretched upward and his technical parts glowing bright blue. As the nine burning craft floated above the group, the floater lowered his right arm while waving the other back and forth. The glow all over his body ceased along with his telekinetic grip on the nine craft. What goes up, must come down.

      A deadly cluster of melted metal and burning jet fuel crashed down in a fiery display of power. Nine massive explosions went off, one after another after another. The final blast launched Chloe forward as she made it to the doorway. A heavy falling object knocked her to the ground. Intense heat and flames from the nearby blast encased her body. Well, this is it. Stay strong, Sis, she thought.

      The flames subsided, and Chloe was still breathing. Opening her eyes, she saw that there were only minor burns to her arms…and blue ripples of light around her. A shield? But how? The light vanished as Gengei removed his body from on top of Chloe and turned her on her back. He was relieved to discover she was still alive.

      “How did we do?” she asked as they both got to their feet.

      “I extended my personal shields to cover you since you were close,” he explained.

      The two scanned the inferno outside, waiting for Marlo and Chang to arrive. The waiting turned to hoping. No movement was detected—they were gone. The sounds of gunfire and explosions caught their attention. The Hashmedai inside were still making their push. Chloe and Gengei moved forward, weapons drawn, following the sounds of warfare to their source.

      Bodies of marines and Hashmedai decorated the hallway. The fallen marines were decapitated, spilling liters of blood on the floors and walls. Hashmedai blood was mixed in with that, as many were packed with bullet holes or straight-up blown to bits by grenades and rockets. None of the marines fit the description of Sarah, giving Chloe hope that her last standing family member might still be breathing. As much as she hoped their parents had escaped from New York, the reports of the city and its surrounding areas being completely leveled said otherwise.

      The path of blood, death, and destruction led Chloe and Gengei to the proximity of a knight and three warriors who were aggressively pushing toward an airport waiting area. The knight, as expected, took point in that group, his shield extended forward to block all bullets. The three warriors had their hulking green-glowing swords drawn, and their eyes were set on two marines who shot from behind a boarding desk.

      “Let’s do this,” Chloe said, holding a grenade.

      Gengei crept forward, his rifle pointed out. The targeting scanner displayed an image of the back of the knight’s head. Gengei nodded to Chloe, who nodded back. The pin was pulled, and the grenade left her hands. Gengei pulled his trigger, causing three quick shots to rip through the knight’s head. Blood and brain matter sprayed across his shield. The sudden death of the knight caused the warriors to spin around and focus on their new unexpected guest, not taking note of the grenade that fell at their feet. It exploded, launching them forward sans legs.

      One warrior still showed signs of life, crawling on the floor with what little strength he had left. Chloe’s boot slammed against the crawling warrior’s head, and then she unleashed multiple shots to his back. Movement ceased after that as blood from the exit wound below leaked onto the war-battered floor. But one can never be too sure. Four more rounds went off, just for insurance.

      “Hey, hey, hey!” said Sarah, coming out from behind the desk. “Pretty sure it’s dead.”

      Chloe saw her sister and another marine, and let out a smile. “Just you two left?”

      “We got five more injured farther up. Everyone else is KIA,” Sarah explained, adjusting her helmet. “I see Radiance have joined the fight.”

      Gengei stepped forward, placing his left hand on his right shoulder. “Commander Mil Gengei—your acquaintance is recognized.”

      Sarah extended her hand. “Corporal Sarah Vaughan. Nice to meet you, and thanks for the save.” Gengei merely looked at her hand, clearly confused as to what to do. She retracted it with an awkward look.

      “Private Jeff Sanders.”The marine introduced himself.

      “Gengei, is it possible to have Odelea come back with the transport?” asked Chloe.

      He laughed and said, “Come back? She never left.” Chloe rolled her eyes at this. “She cannot fly it very well,” he said. “She only knows how to manage the shields.”

      “Then let’s get the fuck out of here,” said Sarah, pointing toward the hall. “The wounded are back this way.”

      The Radiance transport landed with its main doors open. Odelea stood out, looking at Chloe, Sarah, Gengei, and Sanders as they helped wounded marines get aboard to safety. Chloe handed off the first of the bloody and wounded to Odelea. Odelea’s small body struggled to help the last remaining wounded personnel walk over to the other refugees on board.

      Sarah exited the transport after safely guiding another wounded aboard. Her head looked to the sky. They weren’t out of this yet. “Floater!” she yelled.

      Gengei’s four eyes gazed up as well and smiled. “Hs mind is weak from too much psionic activity. We might be able to defeat him.”

      “How do you know that?” Sarah asked.

      “Because we are still talking.”

      Sarah ran to a nearby downed helicopter. The floater spotted her, and his arms glowed orange. “Sarah, what the fuck are you doing?” yelled Chloe, but Sarah continued to run. “Ah, fuck. Sarah get back!”

      Chloe sprinted toward Sarah. White fireballs launched down, one impacting just in front of Chloe and the other exploding behind the helicopter Sarah had just run behind. Chloe continued forth, sidestepping the explosion. Bodies of marines were scattered around the helicopter, all charred with smoke still rising up. Most were killed while trying to evac, a fate that awaited this group as well unless they got out now. Chloe heard the sounds of Gengei’s rifle behind her. Good, he’s giving the floater something else to think of.

      Chloe neared Sarah and found her picking up an FIM-92 Stinger rocket launcher from the body of a downed marine. “Back to the transport now! That’s an order!” yelled Chloe.

      “That floater took out my whole unit,” Sarah said, running back toward her. The Stinger was firmly rested on her shoulder. “You and I are going to make him bleed.”

      Chloe and Sarah narrowly made it back to the transport as the floater launched a barrage of smaller yet devastating white fireballs toward them. His aim was ultimately marred by Gengei’s suppressing fire from below. With no time to waste, Gengei leaped into the main seat of the cockpit and quickly moved his fingers across the controls. The transport took to the sky while its reactivated shields rippled blue from white fireballs slamming and exploding against it.

      Gengei kept the door open during their ascent. The burning sight of O’Hare below and Chicago ahead quickly became smaller and smaller as they went up. Sarah knelt down, aiming the FIM-92 toward the open transport entrance. Chloe stood next to her, scanning the sky for their prey.

      “Private, get everyone as far back as possible,” Chloe ordered.

      “Yes, ma’am!” Sanders replied, turning to push the wounded and refugees back.

      Gengei said, “I will have to manually iris the shields so your projectile will pass.” The transport rocked, taking shots from the floater. “Please let me know when you are going to fire. Should that rocket hit the shields—”

      “Yeah, probably bad for everyone’s health and life expectancy,” said Sarah.

      Chloe’s hunter’s gaze caught sight of the floater as it came into view from the open door. The two made direct eye contact. “There he is. Keep us still, Gengei.”

      Sarah interacted with the controls of the FIM-92 and got a lock. “I’m ready to fire. Drop the shields!” Without warning, the floater extended his hands forward to release multiple small white fireballs. They traveled toward the open door of the transport. “Cancel that! Get the shields up! Get the shields up!” yelled Sarah.

      “Oh, shit!” Chloe saw the white flames approaching at high speeds. Bright light filled the interior of the transport as the fire impacted on the shields. Chloe’s arm protected her eyes from the flash of the explosions outside.

      “Shields at seventy-three percent,” Gengei reported.

      “Gengei, he’s too close. Back us off a bit,” Chloe requested.

      The floater vanished from sight as the transport turned and accelerated forward. Seconds later a full stop was made. Puzzled, Chloe asked, “Why did we stop?”

      “I have an idea,” he answered. The transport rocked with more rumbling, this time from behind. “Yes, he is doing that.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “We stopped moving, so he is in a trance, charging for a massive attack. I am going to turn the ship for you two to face him. Hit him quickly while he is still focusing on his attack.”

      The transport made a perfect ninety-degree turn. This was it, now or never.

      “Ready!” Sarah said.

      “Irising shields!” Gengei yelled back.

      A single stinger missile from the FIM-92 propelled forward, leaving behind it a trail of white exhaust. Sarah and Chloe watched in anticipation as the rocket raced toward its target. The floater’s eyes were closed for his trance, resulting in his not knowing what hit him. The rocket shattered his shields and exploded, shredding his body into pieces. The remains of his body burst into flames, tumbling and spiraling to the ground.
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      The Russian government—what remained of it—had had enough. Nearly a quarter of the country was burning at the hands of the Hashmedai. Like the United States and other nations around the world, the Russians quickly discovered that the shields protecting Hashmedai ships could be taken down only by multiple units unloading everything they had. And even then, this applied only to Hashmedaian fighters. Larger ships had yet to have their shields taken down—there just was not enough firepower from fighter jets to pull that off. There was, however, one option no other country had used—nuclear weapons.

      Humanity had grown so fearful of nuclear weapons wiping them out that they were hesitant to use them against alien invaders, who were clearly technologically more advanced and hell-bent on wiping the planet out themselves.

      The United States had gone down in history as the first nation to use them in warfare—and the Russian Federation would go down in history as the first nation to use them against alien forces as they launched two R-36 ICBM warheads toward an unsuspecting stratosphere frigate far north of Russia.

      The first ICBM released its payload of ten warheads, all focused at the aft section of the frigate. Almost instantaneously, one by one all ten slammed into the shields of the frigate, generating a blinding flash of light and intense heat. Fires broke out all along the hull of the frigate, its fighters that were flying alongside utterly obliterated. The second R-36 came down upon the frigate using the same technique—ten warheads, one frigate—this time with no shields.

      The burning fuselage of the ship crashed into the North Pole. The impact sent waves of water and ice into the sky, creating a thunderous roar that echoed throughout the region. And screams of victory roared across the world—the human race’s first major victory in this war. Nuclear weapons could destroy Hashmedai ships, period. If this world was going to die, may it be at the hands of the human forces that live there—not the Hashmedaian invaders unleashing the wrath of their empress.

      Phylarlie and Whigli stood on the frozen waters of the North Pole. The duo watched as the frigate came to its sudden end, unfazed at the sight. “Took them long enough,” said Whigli. “I’m surprised the Hashmedai even let those missiles get close.”

      “They most likely ignored it, thinking with certainty that human weapons can’t take down capital ships.” Phylarlie reasoned.

      “Jerut will place the ships on high alert now,” Whigli said. “If humans plan to win this with nuclear weapons, they need to act right now.”

      The two had been talking about contacting the recon team just before the blast had gone off. Phylarlie revisited the conversation. “So what I was going to say before the spectacular interruption—”

      “Ah, yes, it worked—not very well, but it worked. My mind did connect with Chidorli’s,” he reported.

      “What’s their status?” she asked.

      “On the run in a human vehicle, trying to stay ahead of the devastation from the east that’s slowly making its way west.”

      “Let us meet up with them.”

      “Are you done here?” he asked.

      Phylarlie took in the last sights of the cold white Arctic north and the flaming ship in the distance. “Yes.”
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* * *

      “Eject, eject, eject!” were the last words transmitted to Gavin as his F-15 lost control and burned. Alarms inside the cockpit blared, indicating critical system failures. Of course, the “eject” plea was more than enough information to go on.

      The ejection seat triggered, launching him out of the doomed craft and toward the desert below as his parachute deployed. His safe landing wasn't exactly a smooth one, as he fell backward to the ground. But the last few hours for Gavin had gone from hopeful to hopeless way too quickly.

      Word spread quickly across the world—well, what was left of it—of Russia’s recent victory. President Steward made all nukes hot, giving permission to commanding officers across the globe to fire nuclear weapons at Hashmedaian stratosphere frigates at their discretion. Gavin’s mission was to escort a group from Nellis Air Force Base loaded with nukes to send a welcome-to-Earth message to a frigate that had recently attacked cities in Nevada.

      As many expected, however, the Russian victory only made the Hashmedai much more aggressive. Gavin’s squadron was shot down, and given the fact that the night sky had yet to light up from a nuclear blast, it was safe to assume the others didn’t make it.

      Just as that thought crossed his mind, another pilot with a deployed parachute slammed into the ground next to him. Gavin got to his feet after cutting himself loose from his parachute and approached the pilot.

      His belly erupted with laughter after realizing who it was. “James, you lying son of a bitch.” Gavin extended a hand to help pull him up.

      “What did I do this time?”

      “Didn’t you say, ‘The black guy is going to die first,’ just before we headed off to our first encounter?” said Gavin.

      They laughed, and James said, “Even pissed-off aliens can’t take me out.”

      “You think anyone else made it?” Gavin said looking up at the night sky.

      “I don't see any chutes man,” James said as his eyes scanned the sky, devoid of any jets. “I think it's just us. Damn, Hendrix , Nelson and the rest gone...”

      Green balls of plasma raced across the sky, vanishing beyond the horizon. An explosion was heard seconds later. The two looked to the sky in awe, knowing a city had just gotten glassed that very moment. That meant destroyers were in orbit directly above Nevada, so time was running out. “We should get back to Nellis,” suggested Gavin.

      “Pretty sure the whole damn area around Vegas is going to be turned to glass soon,” said James.

      “Got a better idea?”

      “Fuck, no. Let’s get moving.”
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* * *

      Rina finished off the last drop of hot coffee. She needed to stay alert for the next several hours as she drove her car south on Interstate 15. Word was quickly spreading that the aliens were advancing on Nevada. It seemed only a matter of time until Vegas was either razed or turned into a glass crater. Both scenarios played out in her mind—with her not being anywhere remotely close when it happened.

      The backseat of her car didn’t have much in it, unlike the vehicles of many other folks evacuating. She hadn’t set aside a whole lot of time to pack. She knew the highways would be jam-packed. Best just to grab and go. Her purse contained a hidden pistol, cigarettes, snacks, and bottled water—an on-the-fly alien invasion survival kit.

      The car radio was turned down. She didn’t want to hear the emergency notifications of impending doom. It was bad enough the darkened highway through the desert creeped her out. Who knows what might be out here in the middle of nowhere?

      She released a dejected sigh and said, “Please, God, let me get to LA alive.”
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* * *

      Jerut entered Himton’s quarters onboard the command ship. The room was small, with a bed in one corner and a computer terminal next to the main entrance. Nothing major, he thought. But living conditions onboard a command ship weren’t great to start with—captain’s quarters onboard carriers and destroyers were much better.

      He floated to the small metallic box hovering underneath the bed. He pulled it up toward him, grinning at the sight of it before activating a holographic display. Telinei’s face appeared. “I have it,” Jerut said, facing the hologram.

      Telinei replied in the Hashmedai language, “Good. I’m uploading our findings to you now. You’re going to need Whigli to unlock the gem’s power.”

      “Whigli is currently missing in action,” said Jerut.

      “That’s most unfortunate. No matter—any psionic could do it, but…it needs to be someone trustworthy,” Telinei explained.

      “I’ll take care of it.”

      “Please do. We can’t risk anyone else knowing about what we now have,” Telinei continued. “Oh, and one last thing—we need to start moving test subjects off the planet.”

      “Yes, I will inform the fleet to clear out from key parts of the planet’s orbit,” said Jerut, opening the box.

      “The presence of the Hashmedai fleet is the only thing preventing the Abyssal Explorer from coming back into orbit. Make them…feel safe,” said Telinei.

      Jerut had one request. “Just keep them off my ships.”

      “They won’t attack. This I guarantee, my friend.”

      The communication terminated, and Jerut established another connection, one with a bridge psionic. He requested him to come down to Himton’s quarters for a “performance review.” A new holographic projection appeared, displaying information Telinei had just uploaded to Jerut. The text was written in the Hashmedai language and roughly translated by Telinei. At the end of the document was an image of a large red gem the size of his hand. The very same gem floated out of the metallic box he had just opened.

      Several minutes later, the door chimed. Tengur, a young psionic male with red hair and pale skin entered, and Jerut shut and locked the door behind him. “Yes, sir, you want to review me?” Tengur asked.

      Jerut used his hand to command the holographic display to spin, allowing Tengur to read its contents. “Read this,” he said and then offered the red gem to the psionic. The gem slowly left Jerut’s hands, floating toward the psionic. “After you’ve read it, do exactly what it says.”

      “Is this a test?” Tengur asked.

      “Uh, yes, indeed it is a test,” said Jerut.

      Tengur grasped the gem with both hands and closed his eyes to focus. The cybernetics on his shirtless body glowed blue, and a spherical object inside the gem emitted a bright light. A light continued to shine long after Tengur let go of the gem, and when he opened his eyes, there was shock on his face.

      “Excellent work,” said Jerut.

      “Sir, that trance…the Radiance gods—”

      Two bolts of plasma burned through Tengur's head, sending his lifeless body spiraling backward in zero gravity, filling the room with orbs of blood and burned flesh. Jerut holstered his plasma pistol, a devious grin on his face.
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* * *

      US President William Steward sighed as he sat in his chair in the President’s Emergency Operations Center, where he was meeting with high-ranking generals and Secret Service agents. It was located in a bunker deep below the East Wing of what remained of the White House. Word quickly spread to him regarding the failed mission to nuke the advancing Hashmedai forces currently laying waste to Nevada.

      “They are fully aware we’re going to hit them with nuclear weapons, sir,” said General Freeman.

      “The only reason the ship we took out over the Pacific worked is because the nukes were launched from subs,” Chief of Staff David Tanner said.

      “We’ll have to launch them fast before they can shoot down the missiles,” President Steward said. “How are other nations fairing?”

      “Russia has been silent recently, England managed to shoot down a swarm of fighters, and—”

      Freeman’s back burst into flames, causing everyone in the room to draw pistols. A Secret Service agent placed the president on the ground and laid his body on top of him as a shield. A woman dressed in black and with blue hair appeared from the shadows, slashing the throats of everyone in the room in a matter of seconds. Steward couldn’t quite figure out how she did it, as too much blinding blue light was flashing uncontrollably.

      President Steward felt warm thick liquid spilling all over his back as he lay on the floor. The liquid poured across his face. Blood. Yet he felt no pain. The Secret Service agent who had protected him was nearly sliced in half across the chest. The president slowly got up, pushing the lifeless corpse aside to discover he was the only one left standing. Not even the assailant could be seen…until she materialized behind him. She shoved him onto the desk as she climbed on top of him, aggressively spinning his body around to face her.

      His arms flailed back and forth in an attempt to break free from her trap. She merely pinned his shoulders to the table with her palms, while her tongue extended to lick the side of his neck. “What the hell do you want?” he asked as she grinned at him.

      A hologram loaded above him. It depicted an image of a man with blue skin and black hair, and he wore the same black outfit as the woman. The man in the hologram raised his arm. In his hand was the severed head of Russian President Mikhailov. This is a message, President Steward thought. The Hashmedai are assassinating world leaders.

      Why she hadn’t bested him, however, remained a mystery to him as her hand slipped down his pants and her tongue explored the surface of his lips. His final memory was a plasma dagger exiting the right side of his temple, sending a small plume of smoke into the air as the flesh around it burned. She continued to lick his face and play with his manhood as if nothing had happened.
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* * *

      Captain Ueyei was joyous upon hearing the change in the situation. Not only did the Radiance Union confirm that a fleet of ships from Lejorania would be coming to assist and uplift humanity, but much of the Hashmedai fleet had changed locations and now orbited only half the planet. The time to move and assist the dying population below was now.

      “Helm, take us into orbit opposite the Hashmedai fleet,” Ueyei ordered.

      “Right away, sir,” said Ensign Gab Overaea.

      An incoming message notification flashed on Ueyei’s chair terminal. He accepted it, and a hologram of Xyniea appeared. “Speak,” he said.

      “Captain, what are the chances we can take human refugees aboard the Abyssal Explorer?” she asked.“It will take eight years for the Radiance Union fleet to arrive. The Hashmedai have more than enough power to wipe out Earth’s population long before that.”

      “Yes, that thought did cross my mind. The Abyssal Explorer didn’t take on a full crew when it left Lejorania. We can take a few hundred or so—maybe a thousand if we really push it—but no more than that.”

      “There are areas the Hashmedai haven’t hit yet, so let’s try to save as many people from these areas as we can.”

      “Where are these places?” the captain asked.

      “I will transmit the locations to you now.”

      “Good, I’ll have transports dispatched.” The hologram vanished, and a new one appeared that projected Gengei’s image. “Commander, good news—we’ll be in range to pick you up shortly,” the captain informed him. “The Hashmedai fleet has moved to the other side of the planet’s orbit.”
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* * *

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Knock it off—we’re not out of this yet,” Jazz said to Chidorli and some other psionic named Whigli.

      Jazz floated within the cold confines of a small Hashmedai transport ship high above Earth’s orbit. Onatiasha, Zhinbryo, and Kroshka all came along for the ride, thanks to Phylarlie’s newfound friend, who was embracing and licking Chidorli’s neck as she returned the favor. Don’t need to be Hashmedai to know they were lovers who go way back.

      Jazz turned to Phylarlie and asked, “Are they gonna start fucking?”

      “I couldn’t care less,” she replied, bitterness in her voice, before floating to the cockpit. There was jealousy in her body language.

      Jazz followed her into the cockpit. Before he could inquire, he saw a horrific sight of Earth from the cockpit’s front window. Eastern Europe, half the Middle East, and chunks of Asia were glowing red. Western Europe was scarred with black craters, along with Japan and northern parts of Russia. He was speechless at the destruction. Phylarlie, too, looked on, holding onto a ceiling handlebar.

      Kroshka’s slender hands slid across his shoulders to console him. “Jazz, I am so sorry about your world,” she said in a soft, soothing tone.

      “I still don’t understand why this had to happen to my people,” said Jazz.

      Phylarlie broke her silence. “I have an idea why.”

      “Really now?” Onatiasha had overheard and floated into the cockpit with them.

      “Jerut and Himton were part of a secret society.” She paused before continuing. “Whigli was a new recruit, but he recently betrayed their group.”

      Onatiasha crossed her arms and said, “That could explain why the command ship suddenly turned its back on us. I presume there’s more?”

      “Their plan was to trick the empress into declaring war on the humans by having Akeia and Kroshka killed and blaming it on the violent nature of humanity.” Phylarlie turned to Kroshka. “I’m sorry, Kroshka—Akeia is dead.”

      Kroshka covered her mouth with her hands as if she were trying to contain all the terror and grief and emotional pain flowing through her body. The news overwhelmed her to the point where she couldn’t react, so she merely floated in the same spot.

      “So that’s why they attacked?” Jazz said. “Because they think humans assassinated him?”

      “Kroshka was believed to be dead as well, which is why it’s imperative we return to Paryo at once,” Phylarlie explained. “We must prove to the empress that Kroshka is not only alive but also that humans are innocent.”

      “What else do you know about Jerut and Himton’s group?” asked Onatiasha.

      “Himton is dead. It seems he had some doubts about the existence of the Radiance gods, so Jerut had him killed and took the command ship’s master codes. He blamed his death on the recon team, and you are all branded as traitors,” explained Phylarlie.

      “That doesn’t make sense. We are opposed to the idea of religious beliefs, especially the Radiance gods,” said Onatiasha.

      “That’s the thing—Jerut believes in them, and my theory is that there are others out there like him,” said Phylarlie.

      “So it sounds to me like Radiance are controlling his group,” mentioned Jazz, “or they’re working with Radiance.”

      “Oh, and…” Phylarlie spun her body around to face everyone. “The masters in the Assassins’ Guild work for them. Two Hashmedai assassins—Nodevar and Lettielia—take on special contacts that aid Jerut’s associates.”

      Jazz's face scowled at those words. “Are those—”

      “Yes, Jazz, the same ones who attacked you when we first met. They’re also responsible for Akeia’s demise,” said Phylarlie.

      Jazz turned toward Kroshka, who wept with no tears. “We gotta get you home,” he said to her.

      “Agreed, but not in this ship,” said Onatiasha.

      “Why the fuck not?” Jazz asked.

      “It’s a transport, designed for ship-to-planet flights or ship-to-ship. The closest space bridge is ten light-years away, and this ship simply can’t handle a journey though space that long.” She fixed in on the sight of the command ship floating above the North Pole. “We’ll need a ship from the command ship. Anything will do, as long as it isn’t a transport.”

      “Shouldn’t be too hard,” said Phylarlie. “They still believe this transport to be friendly. We just need to request to dock with a corvette, take out the crew, and fly off before they send another destroyer after us.” She then asked Jazz. “Which leaves one remaining thing—what will you do?”

      Jazz took a closer look at Earth. “All my family were on the East Coast when this went down. If it looks as bad as what I’m seeing here, I doubt any of them survived. I got nothin’ else on this burning rock. Hannah and Alisha are the closest I have to a family now. I ain’t leaving without ’em.”

      “Then let’s bring them with us,” suggested Onatiasha, smiling. “We’re going to need all the help we can get. You, Alisha, and Hannah can live with us in the empire.

      Jazz’s gaze remained locked on his burning blue world. “I’m down with that.”
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* * *

      Rio de Janeiro, Addis Ababa, Munich, Perth, Mumbai, and Los Angeles all became targets for refugee extraction by the Abyssal Explorer. Thousands in each of those cities gathered in hopes of boarding the transport ships taking people lucky enough to be selected. People were chosen based on a list provided by Xyniea, but the official story was that selection was random. Once Xyniea’s list was complete, people would be selected on a first-come, first-serve basis. Word about the limited space was kept secret to prevent widespread panic.

      Cedars-Sinai Medical Center was the primary location in Los Angeles for refugees to catch a ride up. Los Angeles was also one of the first cities to send people up, since much of Telinei’s research originated there. Securing Telinei's work aboard the Abyssal Explorer became priority.

       

      Alisha hung up her hotel room’s phone, relieved. She looked up at her husband and smiled for the first time in a while. “That was Dianna Lee. She said the Radiance Union was looking for us.”

      “The Radiance Union? Us?”

      Tears of joy dripped down her face. “They want to take us aboard their ship—all of us.” The two embraced. This news lifted their spirits. “This nightmare will be over,” she added.

      “Mom, are you OK?” Hannah asked from the other room.

      Alisha entered the other room where Hannah rested on a bed while the music playlist on her cellphone loaded a new song to play, “Gimme Shelter” by The Rolling Stones. Alisha reached her arms out to give her daughter a hug. “Honey, guess what—we are going on a trip to space!” Alisha said. Jason followed her into the room.

      “To space?” asked Hannah.

      “Yes, Hannah.” Alisha’s index finger pointed to the ceiling. “High up in outer space, away from the bad aliens.”

      “We should take Jazz with us, Mommy.” Hannah’s statement caused Jason to roll his eyes, and Alisha’s heart sank.

      “Hannah, listen…” It was hard for Alisha to put into words what needed to be said about Jake’s fate. Even after the divorce, Hannah asked about him almost daily. “Jake was on the East Coast when they came.” She paused, as she hadn’t really thought about this subject until now. Facts are facts—he’s probably gone. Had I known that was going to be our last conversion—and he promised to see a doctor too. “He’s a fighter, so he’s probably just trapped, but sadly he can’t come with us, dear.”

      “Yes, he can, Mommy. He’s alive.” Hannah gave that cute smile Alisha loved. “He’s coming to talk with us.”

      Worry filled Alisha’s mind. Did she somehow call him up? “Hannah, what are you talking about?”

      Alisha and Jason instantly focused their attention on the corner of the room where there was a sudden flash of blue light. Jake and a woman from another world stood before them. She was a Hashmedai, no question. The sight brought terror and confusion to Alisha’s mind.

      “Whoa! What the hell!” yelled Jason. He stepped toward Jake in an aggressive manner.

      “Whassup?” was Jake’s only response—typical.

      “Jake, what the hell? Why are you with a Hashmedai?” Alisha's question was a fair one. Hashmedai were wiping out humanity, and he just magically appeared in their hotel room with one.

      “I can explain, Alisha,” said Jake.

      Jason interjected, taking on the role of the brave husband defending his family. “You can explain later, after you leave my family alone!”

      Jake subtly grinned at Jason. “Look, pal, I don’t know you, so fuck off.”

      The word “fuck” triggered Alisha to clasp her hands over Hannah’s ears. “Jake, please, Hannah is here!”

      “It’s OK, Mommy.” Hannah shrugged off her mother’s protection. “I can go into the washroom for you all to talk.” Unfazed by what was going on, Hannah did just that—she ran off into the washroom. Probably for the best, since Jake had a way with words when he was upset…and Alisha was no better.

      Jason stood his ground. “Buddy, seriously, just get out.” He did not realize he was dealing with an unmovable alpha male.

      “You need to chill out. I’m here to help you all,” Jake assured.

      “You’re with a fucking Hashmedai, Jake!” yelled Alisha.

      If it were just Jake alone, Alisha would be calmer…but a Hashmedai along with him? What if it attacks? What if it is manipulating Jake? This was all too much for her right now.

      “If y’all can seriously chill the fuck out, I can explain,” Jake reiterated, frustration augmenting his voice.

      “You’re standing next to a murdering race of aliens. Just leave us alone!” Jason busted out, his voice now the loudest.

      Jake upped the ante, making his voice even louder while jamming his index finger to Jason’s face. “That alien behind me helped save my life, so don’t fucking tell me they are all murderous and don’t fucking ask me to leave again! I’ll fucking see myself out whenever I damn well please!”

      Silence filled the room. Jake was Alisha’s second ex-husband, but that no-bullshit stance—she missed it. It had made her feel safe at night. Jason, as nice as he was, lacked that verve.

      “Now can you just stop and listen to me for a few minutes?” Jazz insisted.
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* * *

      Gengei’s transport came to a stop as it docked inside the Abyssal Explorer’s main hangar bay. Both its doors swung open, enabling Radiance Union medical staff to float in and escort the wounded human soldiers and refugees off to the infirmary. Fortunate for them, the union had been studying the human race for decades and were quite versed on human anatomy—never mind the fact that humans and Linl were almost identical.

      Gengei remained strapped to his seat as Chloe floated toward him. “So where does this leave us?” she asked.

      His saw that Chloe, Sarah, Sanders, and Odelea were the only ones who remained aboard. “My people will be transporting refugees to our ship. You are free to stay aboard. I will be heading back to your world to bring up more survivors.”

      “Then we’re going back with you,” said Chloe.

      He closed all four of his eyes, as he wasn’t in a mood to argue. “As you wish.”

      “I want to go back as well.” It was Odelea.

      “Odelea, you have done your job. A warzone is no place for a scholar, however,” said Gengei.

      “Resting in cryo will not help the situation, either.” She had a point. All research, science, and exploration teams had by now been placed in cryo to conserve resources. The Abyssal Explorer was carrying out rescue and combat operations, and scholars had no place in such matters.

      Chloe added, “Having another of your kind who speaks our language will be useful. Just bring her.”

      Gengei removed his seat belt, enabling his weightless body to float upward, and said, “Very well…but first let us rest up. I have not had anything to eat in a long while.”
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      Chris fell out of his hospital bed at Mike O’Callaghan Federal Medical Center at Nellis AFB, where he was recovering from wounds suffered at the hands of that Hashmedai girl back at the Groom lake black site. He had spent much of the global conflict recovering rather than out there with his brothers-in-arms kicking these alien assholes off the planet. Chris personally felt he was good to go, but the doctors insisted he rest up a few more days. But now the fight had come to him…and everyone else in the Vegas area.

      The windows of his once-tidy room were shattered, and debris from the ceiling came crashing to the floor as a series of massive explosions rumbled the whole region. He was knocked out cold—his last memory was watching the news from the bed. Now he pulled his aching body off the floor, noting of a lack of medical staff moving about.

      Exiting his room revealed why—bodies were everywhere. Many were missing body parts or badly burned to death. The Hashmedai are here. Looks like getting knocked out saved my ass. The Hashmedai had probably mistaken him for a dead body and moved on to their next target. This put him in a tight spot—he was alone, enemy units might be out there, and all he had was this useless hospital outfit.

      The corpses of dead airmen and Hashmedai lay outside the main entrance to the hospital. Looks like they tried to hold the Hashmedai off before ultimately getting wiped out. Looting the dead didn’t sit right with him, but without any weapons or equipment he was a dead man. Boots, pants, top, Kevlar jacket, helmet, M4 carbine—much better.

      Another helpful item appeared at the corner of his eye—a dead Hashmedai knight had a still-functional shield generator. His thoughts flashed back to the brief battle with SOI members and the shield he had swiped from them—damn thing saved him from getting sawed in half. I’ll take that. He reached down to slide the device off the fallen knight’s arm.

      Out in the distance was a view of Las Vegas—well, what remained of it. The area just outside the hospital, further northwest, had been set ablaze by Hashmedai ground forces, beyond that was a smoldering glass crater. If there were any civvies in the city, may they rest in peace.

      His looked toward the landing strip at Nellis. A few small fires had erupted in the area, but otherwise it was still intact. Here’s hoping there are survivors there.
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* * *

      “I think I’m going to be sick,” Alisha said, covering her face with the palms of her hands.

      “That’s why I’m here,” Jake said, his arms crossed. “Radiance can’t be trusted. This is probably one big plan to get people to board that ship.”

      “But at the same time, you’re asking as to go with you to the Hashmedai home world. How can we be sure that won’t be just as bad?” she asked.

      “’Cause I’m here, and as crazy as it sounds, Hannah knows it’s the right thing to do.”

      “Hannah has been acting strange since these visitors showed up, much more so than before,” Alisha said.

      “Alisha, both you and I know Hannah’s condition is odd. Yet I keep having these visions of her leading me places, and the last one led me right to this hotel. LA is a big place, so how the hell would I know to have Chidorli teleport me to this exact hotel, this exact room?”

      Fair point—even if he were to travel normally it would have taken him days or weeks of questioning people about her location.

      “I know it sounds nuts,” he added.

      “Hannah did say something about you coming,” Alisha said. Suddenly everything Jake had said was making more sense in some spooky way.

      “Well, there you go. There’s more to her condition than doctors can find. Perhaps she knows someone out there among the Hashmedai who can help here,” Jazz said.

      Alisha became lost in thought. Not long ago she was ecstatic about traveling with Radiance. Now she was being told to travel with members of the race that was slowly glassing the planet. “I don’t know…”she whispered.

      “Take your time to think about it. We’re not ready to head out yet anyway,” Jake said.

      Hannah exited the washroom and ran directly to Jake with a smile on her face. “Hey, Jazz, how’s Phylarlie doing?” Hannah asked.

      Phylarlie—that’s a name Hannah had mentioned a few times, another of Jake’s Hashmedai friends? Alisha thought.

      “Uh, she’s fine,” Jazz muttered.

      Hannah fearlessly stepped toward the Hashmedai female Chidorli, who had stood silent this whole time. The two spoke in the Hashmedai language. How the fuck did she learn how to speak with them? Alisha wondered.

      As the two continued to chat and laugh, Jake said to Alisha, “You know I’m right, Alisha. All these years we’ve known each other, when have I ever been wrong? Like I said, think about it. I’ll be back in a few.”

      Hannah waved good-bye to Chidorli and then pulled her small body onto the bed to lie down. Jake gave a nod to Chidorli. Small mechanical devices on the woman’s body glowed as she shut her eyes. A blinding flash of blue light filled the room and then vanished with Jake and the alien woman.

      There was an eerie silence for several minutes. Jason and Alisha remained still before she finally asked, “What do you think, Jay?”

      He paused and closed his eyes. “Don’t—he’s all talk and no hard evidence.”

      Alisha glanced at her resting daughter. “Other than Hannah.”

      “Let’s be realistic. If this was all a big plan by Radiance, wouldn’t it be easier for them to attack instead and just kidnap whoever they wanted?” Jason walked toward the window at the far end of the room, gazing at the morning sky. “And even if he’s right, how do we know if that splinter group he talked about isn’t waiting for him and his friends on the other side?”

      She hadn’t considered that theory, and clearly neither had Jake. “Yeah, sounds like a lose-lose situation.”

      “If that’s the case, let’s lose with Radiance. At least there’s a chance their word is true,” Jason concluded.
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* * *

      The highway leading into LA had become a massive parking lot filled with cars, trucks, vans, and buses—all were people, such as Rina, fleeing the wrath of the Hashmedai. She caved in and turned on the radio to learn that Vegas had been wiped out overnight. Her instincts once again had led her away from danger and into gridlocked traffic.

      A Radiance transport zipped up into the sky in the blink of an eye—more refugees being taken from Earth. She thought about seeing what it would take for her to get evacuated from the planet as well, but her instincts kicked in. Just stay in LA. She reached to the backseat for a pack of cigarettes. Might as well take a smoke. This traffic isn’t going anywhere for awhile.
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* * *

      Onatiasha read over the notification that popped up on the transport ship’s communication terminal. It was good news. Two-thirds of the fleet had been recalled back to the command ship to resupply and to reinforce ships with missing or dead soldiers. Those ships would be docked there for some time, expecting transports like this to link up. The time to act was quickly approaching.

      “Are you familiar with the operation of a corvette?” she asked Zhinbryo.

      “I haven’t flown one, but it shouldn’t be much different than a scout ship. It uses a similar cockpit setup.”

      Onatiasha activated a holographic window, which showed a listing of all the existing Hashmedaian corvettes. Her hand waved from left to right, flipping through the pages until a particular ship caught her attention. “This one—the Voidwrath. It has a skeleton crew assigned to it and no soldiers present.” She paused, reading more info about the selected ship. “And it’s not assigned to any frigate.”

      Zhinbryo leaned over to look at the hologram. “Odd setup for a ship like that.”

      “And we’re going to take it with ease—two psionics, me, you, an assassin, plus Jazz.”

      Zhinbryo burst out with laughter. “Tell the human not to bleed too quickly.”

      Onatiasha shot a cold stare at Zhinbryo. “Kroshka and Jazz’s friends will need to remain aboard the transport until we’ve cleared everyone out. From there, it’s about powering the engines and flying out before the rest of the fleet realizes what’s going on.”

      “You are assuming his friends will come.” Zhinbryo stared at the back end of the transport ship, and there was only one human there—Jazz. “He came back alone.”

      Onatiasha floated over to Jazz. Zhinbryo had made a good point. Are they with us or not? “What’s the status of you and your friends?” she asked in English.

      Jazz replied, “They’re still thinking about it, but it’s been awhile. I should check on them.”

      “Do it. Our window of opportunity is opening, so this operation needs to happen soon.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Jazz and Chidorli emerged from the blue light of her teleport back into Alisha’s hotel room. But the family wasn’t there. Three Aryile soldiers were, however. At the shock of seeing them, Jazz removed his hidden Glock from his pants and fired three rounds into the chest of one. The Aryile flew backward into the wall, since his shield wasn’t up.

      Chidorli extended her hands forward, knocking the remaining two backward with a telekinetic push followed by quick conjured white fireball into the chest of one, causing him to burst into flames. Jazz charged forward, putting three bullets through the head of the last one, splattering blood all over the walls.

      Jazz searched about for Alisha and her family—no signs of them. He ran to the window and saw Alisha entering a car with armed Aryile soldiers. This is a goddamn kidnapping. They must have found out I came here to talk with them. “Ah, shit!” he screamed as the car sped off.

      There was no need to chase after it at least. Cedars-Sinai was where they were heading, no doubt. Radiance was shipping people off the planet from there. He gripped the handle of the Glock harder than necessary. Jazz was furious…or was it PTSD? No matter—it was time to spill some Radiance blood.
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* * *

      The Voidwrath’s shipboard psionic Covin materialized from blue light along with Lettielia and Nodevar. Nodevar clenched the side of his abdomen, sharp pain radiating from it, as he floated in the weightless compartment. Lucky shot from a human soldier.

      Even so, his and Lettielia’s work here was complete. All that remained now was for Jerut to finish the final phases of his plan, board this ship, and head back to Hashmedai space. How Jerut planned to come up with a reason to leave the fleet during this invasion was another story. If Himton were still alive, it would have been easy—leave Himton in command while Jerut headed back to attend to his next mission with his associates.

      “Are we done?” Covin the psionic asked Nodevar.

      “Yes, the human race has seen a drastic drop in leadership, within government and military alike,” said Nodevar. “Inform Jerut that fewer atomic weapons will be launched by the humans.” Nodevar floated down the corridor and yelped sharply, holding his abs. He hadn’t felt this kind of pain in years.

      “Want me to lick it better?” Lettielia asked smugly.

      Nodevar’s eyes rolled while the psionic examined the wound. “Let me see it,” Covin requested.

      Nodevar asked, “You’re a doctor as well?”

      “Indeed.”

      “Well, isn’t that lovely,” Nodevar said, the low-battery beep emitting from his suit. “Show me to the infirmary. I have a few other wounds my medical systems aren’t dealing with correctly.”
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* * *

      The doors of the Radiance transport ship swung open as it landed on the helipad atop of Cedars-Sinai Medical Center. Chloe, Sarah, Gengei, Odelea, and Sanders stepped off and walked to the nearby entrance. Chloe wondered if what they were doing was the right thing—after all she, Sarah, and Sanders were still marines, and there might be other battles across the country that could use assistance.

      Whatever was left of the country, the glowing red patches across the Eastern seaboard didn’t look promising when she had looked out the transport’s window earlier. Are there people still fighting? Are they even organized at this point? None of the three had been able to reach anyone by radio. Perhaps helping Radiance get people to safety is indeed the better option.
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* * *

      “I’m sorry for the delay, Mrs. Chambers,” said Dr. Jakins.

      “It’s OK.”Anna looked outside the examination room into the hallway, taking in the sight of refugees filling up the hallways. “You guys clearly have your hands full.”

      The doctor jotted a few notes on his clipboard. “Everything looks good. I’ll contact you when I have the results from the blood sample.”

      The two were alerted to the sounds of far-off screaming, and a large group of people ran past the door.

      “What was that about?” she asked.

      “I don’t know.” He proceeded to the door with clipboard and blood samples in hand. “Wait here. I’ll be back.”
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* * *

      Jazz, Zhinbryo, Onatiasha, and Chidorli materialized into the waiting room of Cedars-Sinai. The sight of four people appearing out of nowhere caused everyone standing to roar into an uncontrolled panic. When they realized three out of the four were armed Hashmedai, that panic turned into extreme hysteria, and everyone fled in a clustered manner.

      No sign of her; they must be heading to the top now. Jazz with his rifle in hand took point, leading the other three to the nearby elevator and pushing people who got in his way.“Get out of the fucking way!” he yelled, knocking over another person.

      Word of their dramatic entrance had spread fast, so the elevator stopped at every floor, only to send people outside its doors screaming and running at the sight of the four. Slowly it made its climb—same results at each floor.

      “To hell with this.” Jazz exited into a hallway, along with his three Hashmedai comrades, with a new plan. Take the stairs, wherever the hell they’re located.

      More panicking people ran past, screaming as they charged through the white halls. Onatiasha grabbed Jazz by the shoulder, pulling him backward and putting herself on point. The blue glow of her forward handled shield extended forth, blocking a hail of bullets. Jazz caught a glimpse of a Radiance Union soldier, a Javnis, and three US marines. Good call, Onatiasha, he thought. One soldier looked familiar. Jazz had seen her before…somewhere. Vaughan is her name, Chloe Vaughan.

      The two made eye contact, and Chloe briefly stopped firing. She resumed shooting as Onatiasha walked toward them with her sword drawn. Zhinbryo followed behind with his sword powered up and glowing green. A sudden psionic push from Chidorli sent the three marines flying backward and crashing to the floor. Gengei, however, remained on his feet, protected by his shield.

      Chidorli raised her hands in the air, causing the ceiling to shake. A large section of ceiling crashed down onto Gengei, tossing him to the floor and shattering his shield. A second psionic telekinetic push sent the three marines flying backward again after they rose to their feet.

      Jazz, Onatiasha, and Zhinbryo floated as if there were no gravity. Chidorli was levitating them…but to where? Their bodies telekinetically moved up to the next floor quickly due to the massive hole in the ceiling. They vanished, leaving behind a trail of blue light.

       

      Chloe, Sarah, and Sanders slowly got up from the ground. Getting knocked back twice had put them down on the ground for a minute or so. All the while, Chloe wondered about her dreams. She had seen that man in almost every single one and even remembered his name—Jake "Jazz" Johnson. A warning? Someone not to trust? Probably since he’s clearly aiding Hashmedai.

      Chloe moved over to check on Gengei, who was still breathing. “Are you OK?” She helped him up.

      “That psionic used her power to increase the speed that the debris fell on us.” The surrounding dust made him cough. “That was a…dirty trick.”

      “They must be heading to the helipad,” said Sarah.

      “Probably trying to disrupt us from taking people aboard.” Gengei got to his feet. “We must hurry.”

      Another body off to the side caught Chloe’s attention. She knelt over to examine the woman, who looked pregnant. She must have been standing directly above when the floor was brought down. A massive gash on her forehead oozed blood.

      The woman opened her eyes, confused. “Military?” she asked.

      “Yes, US Marines.” Chloe tried to provide aid. The woman’s wounds were much worse than she had first thought, given the amount of blood pouring out into the floor.

      The woman's blood-soaked hands clenched an object, which she placed in Chloe’s hand. “My husband is in the air force. Give this to him.”

      “Anna?” Sarah ran over to assist. “Holy fuck! Hold on, Anna. You’re going to be OK.”

      Anna, with what little strength she had, grinned and said to Sarah, “I remember you.” She coughed blood up and continued. “Make sure Gavin gets this,” she said, pointing to the gem in Chloe’s hand. Anna then became lifeless and limp.

      Chloe screamed, “Oh, shit! I need a doctor now!”
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* * *

      Alisha turned her gaze away from the Radiance transport ship and back toward the entrance of the rooftop of Cedars-Sinai. Hannah was gone.

      “Jason, have you seen Hannah?”Alisha panicked. “Have you seen my little girl?” She pleaded with the Aryile escort. He didn’t respond, since he did not understand English. “I can’t find my child. Someone, please help me!”

      “Relax. I’ll find her!” Jason assured her.

      “What happened?” Tears rained down Alisha’s frightened face.

      “It must have been the commotion,” Jason said. “She probably got turned around. Get on board that ship. I’ll be back with her—I promise!” Jason bolted, and suddenly Jazz’s suggestion seemed like a better idea to Alisha.
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* * *

      The sight of panicking humans was overwhelming for Odelea—so much so that she became lost. Gengei and the three humans ran off somewhere in a hurry. Might be best to backtrack, head back up to the rooftop. Maybe they’ll be there, and if not, a trip back to the Abyssal Explorer will be. Just as she turned to head back, she saw a familiar face running down the hallway—Xyniea. When did she get here? Odelea thought.

      Odelea called out to her but to no avail. Xyniea ran right passed her without taking notice. Perhaps she didn’t hear me. Odelea turned to pursue her, chasing her to the entrance of an elevator. As she caught up, she yelled Xyniea’s name loud enough to make her throat sore. Xyniea’s attention was caught at last as her head jerked towards Odelea. The elevator doors slid open, and High Scholar Ure Telinei stepped out. He was dressed like a human doctor, and next to him stood a human woman holding the hand of a human child.

      “High Scholar, what are you doing here?” Odelea asked.

      “Odelea…” In a panic he looked left to right and said, “As much as I’m delighted to see you again, now is not the time.”

      “Is this the girl?” Xyniea asked.

      “Yes,” replied Telinei.

      “Hey, Hannah, come this way. Your mom is just down here,” said the woman who was guiding the child by the hand.

      Odelea asked Telinei, “What are you doing?”

      “Want me to take care of her?” Xyniea said, irritated.

      Telinei replied, “No.” The elevator doors slid open, and Telinei firmly grabbed Odelea, whipping her small body into the elevator with him. “I’ll handle this.”
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* * *

      Jazz and company were treated to the sight of the Los Angeles skyline as they made it to the helipad. Onatiasha took point, her shield activated, though it proved to be unnecessary, as the empty and unguarded transport ship lay dormant. Not exactly a bad sign—it just meant they hadn’t yet loaded the passengers. The four walked a quick lap around, ensuring they didn’t miss anything. Nope, area is clear. Now what?

      “Get back!” Onatiasha shouted.

      The elevator entrance saw the same group of Marines and their Javnis pet leap forward with guns blazing. Onatiasha stood, trying to draw their fire, while Jazz, Zhinbryo, and Chidorli took cover behind the transport. Jazz returned fire, shooting a hail of bullets just off to the side of Onatiasha’s shield coverage.

      “Frag out!” one of the marines yelled before throwing a grenade. The explosive device entered the air but was pushed back toward the marines. Chidorli, you cunning quick-thinking gal, Jazz thought. Their four adversaries leaped back into the elevator before the device exploded. Chidorli’s hand reached out toward the elevator doors, which slammed shut and stayed that way with her telekinetic might.

      Staring at the Radiance transport, Jazz asked, “Any of you know how to fly this thing?”

      “I hijacked one a few years ago,” said Onatiasha.

      “Good, let’s get on board. The way I see it, no ship, no transfers.”

      “They have other ships,” Onatiasha said.

      “Which aren’t here yet. This will buy us time till Alisha arrives.” If she arrives—she might have left already.

      Onatiasha communicated the plan to Chidorli and Zhinbryo as they stepped aboard. Onatiasha sat up front, interacting with the flight computer terminal. The transport slowly rose to the sky, while Jazz stood at its front entrance to watch the elevator door below…slide open. To his disappointment Alisha and Hannah did not step through—instead the marines were still there. Chidorli countered by conjuring a psionic barrier, blocking the entrance to the elevator. Chloe, however, managed to slip through seconds before the barrier was erected.

      Chloe sprayed a barrage of bullets toward the climbing transport, impacting just below Jazz’s feet. The sudden shock and surprise caused him to lose footing, and he fell to the helipad below. The impact produced a brief scream from him, but he knew that no bones were broken.

      Chloe slowly stepped forward, her rifle aimed directly at him. “Captain Chloe Vaughan, United States Marine Corps,” she announced. “Stand down, and put your hands up—final warning.”

      Jazz got to his feet, trying his best to ignore the pain from the fall. He said, “Jake Johnson—”

      Suddenly she was knocked away toward the edge of the rooftop.

      Chidorli strikes again. “Get fucked, bitch,” Jazz said.

       

      Chloe’s eyes opened wide as the sight of the parking lot below—and her rifle tumbling toward it—came into view. It was a long way down, and that floater had nearly thrown her over the ledge. Right, gotta stay mobile so the floater can’t lock on. Keep moving, Chloe. Jumping back to her feet put Jazz back into her view. The two were unarmed, and he had just called her “bitch”—time for a lesson.

      She sprinted toward him like an Olympic runner going for gold. Then she leaped to tackle him to the ground, like an NFL player working to win the Super Bowl. Her right fist drilled his face, and the left came up—only to be held by his right hand as he countered with a head butt. The impact sent her back, giving him the chance to jump to his feet. She got to her feet, only to take three consecutive punches to her gut. Those were followed by an uppercut and roundhouse kick that sent her back to the ground.

      He’s fast, I’ll give him that—not that I’m finished. She leaped right back to her feet to dance around him. Gotta stay mobile. With her fists up, she yelled, “You know you shouldn’t hit a woman, right?”

      He retorted, “I don’t hit women…but bitches? Y’all are fair game.”

      The transport ship lowered back to the helipad. Looks like his masters want to play, Chloe thought. Time to end this. Her right fist lunged toward his face, but he shifted his head to the left, the hit not connecting. He threw his body weight on her, tackling her straight to the ground but failing to see her quick hands grab hold of her dagger. As her body fell backward, she carefully placed the blade directly below his belly. It sunk right into him as he landed. She rolled him onto the ground and whispered into his ear, “Who’s the bitch now?”

      The force field blocking the elevator door dissipated, resulting in Sarah, Gengei, and Sanders charging through.

      The female Hashmedai knight leaped out from the transport as it landed. That purple hair—she looks familiar. The corner of Chloe’s eye caught Johnson removing the blood-coated dagger from his gut and throwing it…right through Sanders’s left eye. The marine collapsed upon contact. Son of a bitch.

       

      “Chidorli, pull him back!” ordered Onatiasha, her shield engaged.

      Three bursts of blue light flashed, one after another. The end result—Jazz was behind the transport, with Chidorli attending to him. Chloe was quite an opponent—her moving constantly and staying close made it difficult for Chidorli to use her psionics. She either couldn’t target her accurately or faced great risk hitting Jazz in the crossfire. Now he lay on the ground, quite possibly drawing his last breaths of air. With Chloe’s helmet removed, Onatiasha got a better look at her tied-back brown hair and familiar green eyes. The woman who was fraternizing with Hermaei—how delightful.

      Onatiasha felt vengeful toward the human female soldier. “Zhinbryo, kill her.”

      “I shall consume her flesh when I am done,” he said.

      Onatiasha charged forward, placing her body and shield between Gengei and Sarah while the targeted unarmed Chloe stood behind her. Weapons’ fire from the two collided with her shield, providing just enough cover for Zhinbryo to go in for the kill. Chloe was trapped—running toward her comrades would end in her hitting Onatiasha’s massive shield.

      Zhinbryo closed in toward his target. Onatiasha maintained her stance, blocking the unarmed human’s attacks with her shield and deflecting a storm of bullets. Chloe had two choices—face Zhinbryo head-on or jump off the building. The woman ran toward the edge of the building. Coward.

      Zhinbryo’s jump jet-launched him toward her as she tried to make a run for it. His massive blade came down, missing her by inches. He made another wide swing with the blade, going right to left, but it failed to hit his target. She was getting away, a mere two or three meters to the ledge. Let her run off and die? Not a chance. If they had learned anything from humans, it was that they always had something planned for when things went wrong.

      His wrist-mounted plasma blasters activated. They weren’t very powerful, but she was too far for another cleave. Jump-jetting toward her might result in him overshooting and falling off the rooftop as well. Zhinbryo aimed his right arm at her, and small green balls of plasma shot out. Two bolts hit her square in the back as she leaped off the ledge and out of sight. There was a good chance she survived the not-so-strong wrist blasters with her armor, but there was an equally probable chance she was wounded.

      Whigli and Kroshka materialized in front of Chidorli, who knelt before Jazz. A psionic barrier was cast over his wounds to prevent further blood loss, but that wasn’t going to be enough to save him. He needed quick medical attention…or something much greater. The sight of Jazz in this state brought sadness to Kroshka’s red eyes. The news of her brother’s death was bad enough, and now Jazz was dying.

      “Thank you for bringing her, Whigli," said Chidorli.

      Whigli took a quick glance from behind the transport. “I take it things aren’t going so well.”

      Chidorli nodded and said, “Your support will be much appreciated.”

      He floated to the sky with his psionic might. “I’ll try to save some for you!” He moved out of sight, and multiple explosions were heard.

      “Why did Whigli bring me here?” asked Kroshka, her hands trembling.

      “Save him, Kroshka. Use your gifts,” Chidorli said among the sounds of more explosions.

      "Psionics aren’t effective at healing. You should know this.”

      Chidorli grabbed onto Kroshka’s pendant. “I know what you are capable of—Hannah told me everything.” Chidorli stared right into the sphere within the pendant. “I won’t tell anyone else, I promise.”

      An aqua aura surrounded Kroshka’s left hand, and she gently placed it on top of Jazz’s wounds. A few minutes passed, and the aura melted away from her and entered Jazz’s body through his stab wound. During the whole process, the sphere within her pendant emitted light.

      Another Radiance transport ship flew down from the sky and hovered over the rooftop battlefield. It was all up to Kroshka now.

      “I’m going to assist the others!” Chidorli said and then, like Whigli, ascended to the air to unleash her psionic power.

       

      Really? Two fucking floaters now? Sarah thought to herself. The one they were just dealing with was bad enough, and now this murderous green-haired witch was back.

      “Get back!” Gengei ran back into the elevator, his rifle spitting a nonstop barrage of bullets.

      Sarah complied and fell back, not a moment too soon, as the floater duo rained down white fireballs across the helipad. The elevator doors slid shut as Sarah hit a button for a lower level.

      “We cannot take two of them. I am sorry,” said Gengei.

      “Don’t be. It’s not over yet.”

      “But your sister—”

      “Is still alive. That warrior was staring at something or someone along the walls. Can you communicate with that ship?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good, I have a plan.”
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* * *

      Xyniea grinned after taking a second glance at the two psionics chasing off Gengei and Sarah. She was initially asked by Telinei to help him secretly transfer a few of his experiments up to the Abyssal Explorer. However the descent back down to the city revealed a unique window of opportunity. She guided the transport ship to just below the rooftop of the human hospital, carefully maneuvering it to the other side of the parked transport. Her fingers inputted a series of keystrokes, prompting the entrance door to swing up. Her transport then ascended a few meters up to the rooftops. There we go.

      She saw Kroshka sitting next to a wounded human, who was familiar to her. Xyniea’s grin transformed into a joyful smile as her tail straightened upward. Kroshka and that slippery human from out east on the same day. Glory awaits.

      She aimed her magnetic rifle toward the two, and neither heard the ship slip in behind them. The sounds of explosions made sure of that. Xyniea figured the easiest way to handle this was to unload everything into Kroshka and the human and call it a day. But as tempting as it was, it had too many risks. Kroshka’s death needed to look like it was done at the hands of humans. All it would take was a recording of Xyniea carrying out the act, and the Hashmedai empress would switch her fury from humanity to the Radiance Union—although they were already at war.

      The flight recorder onboard the transport would record such an act. Kroshka needed to expire at the hands of humans…or, like her brother, appear to. The city streets below were filled with angry humans who had intense hatred for the Hashmedai. Toss her defenseless and unarmed body into a mob, and let them do the rest. Oh yes, this is the plan.

      Xyniea guided the transport closer to the ledge and, without warning, leaped off onto Kroshka. The weight of her body sent Kroshka to the ground, and the weight of her rifle slamming on the back of her head knocked her out.

      Now for target number two. She aimed her rifle down at the human. Three bullets ripped through his chest…and one through his head.
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      “You used to be able to see the Vegas Strip from here,” a voice called out to Chris. He was surprised someone else was here, as all signs since his arrival at the base gave the impression Vegas and its surrounding area had become a forsaken land. Two men, a black man and a white man, both wearing fighter pilot jumpsuits, approached.

      Most of the aircraft on the base were either burning or lying in pieces. Bodies of mutilated soldiers were scattered in almost every location. Sadly, there were not a lot of Hashmedai bodies, meaning they more or less took this place with overwhelming force.

      “I was starting to think everyone out here evacuated or was killed,” Chris said, stepping closer. “Petty Officer First Class Chris Boyd, Navy SEALs.”

      “Lieutenant Kyle James.” He pointed to the other pilot, “and this is motherfucker.”

      Laughter bellowed from all three before the other pilot spoke. “Actually I’m Captain Gavin Chambers.” Gavin examined Chris. “Navy SEAL, wearing that getup?”

      “Long story—didn’t have much of a choice,” Chris said.

      Gavin spoke. “Well, it’s just the three of us here—no means of getting out and no working radio. Plenty of time to share stories.”
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* * *

      Gengei’s holographic image projected in front of Xyniea. Leave it to him to plea for assistance right when I am going to deal with a captured target.

      “Xyniea!” He was clearly shocked to see she was the one in command of the transport. “Swing the transport toward my signal,” he said.

      No, sir, was what she truly wanted to reply with, but that would destroy the image of her being a loyal Radiance Union ranger. “Yes, sir.”

      The transport ship’s doors shut, and she sat in the cockpit to interact with the nearby control console. Kroshka lay in the back, still unconscious and sporting a new accessory around her neck—a slave collar.

      Gengei’s signal guided her transport toward a shattered window located around the midsection of the human medical facility. His hand extended outside, waving to her from a distance. He needed an evac…and he also had a guest. The entrance to the transport once again opened. The two leaped across the half-meter gap between the building and the transport, and they were safely onboard.

      The woman hastily positioned herself next to Xyniea, pointing to the rooftop and speaking in the human language. Xyniea turned to Gengei for a translation.

      “Sarah requires you to pilot the transport to the rooftop on the other end of the building,” he said.

      Xyniea complied, and the transport was in motion. She stopped after Chidorli and Whigli floated into visual range and unleashed a storm of white fireballs. Her quick reflexes inputted a series of commands, which activated the ship’s shields and raised the transport high above the medical facility. The blue sky was the only thing that could be seen out the front window until Xyniea readjusted the transport’s course, aiming it downward to the medical facility, which was now in view.

      The two psionics faced up, extending their arms. Another attack was imminent. Below them was an odd sight—another female human soldier clinging to a section of the structure. Had she fallen off? Not important—what was important was that she made it aboard alive. The soldier who had boarded with Gengei got excited—this was what she was trying to point at earlier.

      Xyniea’s piloting resulted in the transport pushing down faster, ignoring the barrage of psionic flames that came afterward—the shields were holding. This was a time-sensitive rescue mission, with no time to lock and fire missiles, no time to strategically plan something better. They needed to get the transport within arm’s reach of the soldier right away.

      Gengei and the human soldier aboard the transport rushed to the side of the entrance as their rescue target became visible. The two reached over, firmly securing her as Xyniea irised the shields covering the entrance—rescue successful.

      The rescued woman was lucky both psionics on the rooftop had chosen to focus on the incoming transport and ignore her—hanging on the ledge like that put her at risk of basically every trick in their arsenal. Of course, that focus came at a cost to the ship. Xyniea glanced at a display that showed ship status. “Shields down to thirty-two percent,” Xyniea said. “Those two psionics are quite the heavy hitters.”

      “Just get us out of here,” Gengei ordered. “The Abyssal Explorer is sending down more ships to deal with this situation.” His glanced at the unexpected sleeping guest behind him—the princess. “Is that—”

      “I think a promotion is in order, Commander,” Xyniea said with a devious grin as the transport zipped across the sky away from the action zone.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Odelea entered a sudden state of fear and panic as Telinei’s teleportation finished, placing the two of them in a dark lab filled with cryo tubes and human test subjects. Her body trembled while her legs slowly backed her away from him. This was not the same high scholar who had educated her during her years studying at the academy.

      “Oh, please don’t be scared. This is all for a good reason.” His voice was calm.

      “Did these people even volunteer?” she asked.

      Telinei looked around at the many test subjects. “I do admit, our methods here are…extreme. But it had to be done, Odelea. The gods want it to happen.”

      “The gods? They only want us to spread gifts across the galaxy.”

      “Tell me, Odelea, what do you know of the gods?”

      Data dump—one of the few things that could put her mind at ease was spitting out knowledge. “Stoarior, Tym, and Livie are the three gods who uplifted the Aryile race. They taught us how to travel through space and heal our dying home world. The gods only asked that we worship them, help other races across the cosmos, and uplift others who are deemed worthy. They gave us the gift of population control by sterilizing everyone while allowing reproduction facilities to produce infants for married couples who wished to raise a child.” After taking a quick breath, she continued. “Their final gift was the gift of psionics.”

      “What happened afterward? What else have the gods done?” he asked.

      “Nothing—we made the mistake of sharing some of those gifts with the Hashmedai, who not only refused to believe in the gods but set out on a campaign to defile the Divine Expanse, the holy space belonging to the gods. The gods will gift us when the Hashmedai are dealt with.”

      His aging body moved toward a computer terminal in the middle of the lab. “Now…what if I were to tell you the gods have been speaking to us for thousands of years and we just never heard the message? What if I told you everything you knew about the gods was misinformation spread by the Radiance Union Council?”

      No, he can’t possibly be talking about…no, I must have misheard. “What?”A large holographic projection of a gem with a sphere in it appeared before Odelea. The projection startled her, and reflexes sent her back a step or two.

      “Many years ago salvagers in the Morutrin system discovered gems like this. The orbs within it emit psionic energy, a type never before seen by the Radiance Union or Hashmedai Empire. It was later discovered that a psionic could merge his or her mind with the orbs to unlock hidden power. Odelea, I’m talking about psionic gifts that no other psionic we know can do. And in some rare cases, they can even directly speak with the gods.”

      The hologram shifted into an image of a Linl woman with short blond hair and green eyes.

      “One psionic, Ure Sealphraea, did speak to the gods and learned what they really wanted us to do—which was to come here…to Earth. ‘humanity is the key,’ the gods said. The humans need to be brought onto the galactic stage, and their bodies need to be ready for the challenges life in space brings. Their bodies need to be able to become the key the gods wish them to become. Sealphraea presented her discovery to the council, and she was charged and executed with—”

      “Heresy.” Odelea cut him off. She had heard the story of Sealphraea.

      “Right.”

      “You are part of the Celestial Order, the heretics.” She couldn’t deny it any longer. Anyone who speaks in this manner is a heretic.

      “The Radiance Union launched attacks against our Order. Scholars studying the gems were silenced, labs taken over or destroyed. Our Hashmedai brothers and sisters suffered the same fate, as it is forbidden for Hashmedai to worship anything, let alone the gods. Many were labeled as traitors and executed,” he explained.

      “Hashmedai joined your cause as well?”

      “Hashmedai salvagers discovered the first gems. At first they sold them to the Linl, but as time went on, some of their psionics melded with the orbs within the gems and saw the light—the gods do exist and have a plan for us. They have a plan for the whole galaxy. Our plan was to convince the council to uplift the human race, but they rejected it, fearing humanity was too similar to the Hashmedai when we first discovered them. The Hashmedai Empire also refused, fearing humanity will one day take over their region of space. We needed a way to have humanity uplifted.

      “The council permitted us to study them, so agents within our Order set up labs like this to conduct tests, while we came up with a plan to force the uprising of humans to the stars. Our agents convinced the Hashmedai empress that the Radiance Union could uplift humanity, so she sent her children to infiltrate as a means to reach out and trick humans into devoting themselves to the empire. From there we had them killed, making it appear humans did it in cold blood. The empress in her rage then carried out what you see before you—war with Earth. The Radiance Union is obligated by the gods to protect and uplift any race whose existence is threatened, much like what they did for the Linl when the Hashmedai invaded our worlds. In eight years, our forces from Lejorania will arrive to drive out the Hashmedai here and advance the human race forward.”

      “What comes next?” Her hungry, inquiring mind wanted more information to digest.

      He pointed his finger at the cryo tube in the far corner. A child, a human girl, lay resting inside of it. It was the same child Xyniea saw looking for her mother earlier, Hannah. The woman who had been leading the girl stood next to the tube with a data pad in hand. She clearly was a Linl who had posed has a human doctor at the medical facility.

      “This child—Hannah they call her—has the answers. The gods told us she would be in this world at this time. She will guide us to the next step in transitioning humanity into the key.” His wrinkled face stared at the cryo tubes behind him. “I know it sounds like madness, but believe me, it is true. Earth was not discovered by accident. The Linl have been drawn to this region of space for a long time. They knew this world had to be discovered and that this child must be located.”

      Odelea was officially overwhelmed. “Oh my gods…”

      “What do you think, my former student? Interested in our cause? Interested in joining our Javnis, Aryile, Rabuabin, Vorcambreum, Linl, and Hashmedai brothers and sisters in bringing down the nonbelievers—the Radiance Union and Hashmedai Empire?” She didn’t reply, still floored by this whole situation. He said, “Take your time to think about it. Even if you choose not to, I know you are smart enough not to talk about this to others.”

      “And thanks to the recent research data from the Morutrin system,” added the woman with the pad, “we now know exactly how a psionic must think in order to unlock sealed orbs.” An urgent notification pinged her data pad, and her eyes lit up as she viewed the message. “Speaking of the orbs, one was just used at Cedars-Sinai.”

      “How?” asked Telinei. “Sinzihea, you can’t be serious.”

      “I’m unsure of the source, but I’m tracing where the energy went,” Sinzihea said.
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* * *

      Phylarlie had spent her time floating in the back of the Hashmedai transport ship, while the rest of the team teleported down to the hospital in an attempt to rescue Jazz’s friends, who according to him were kidnapped by Radiance. Her daggers spun in circles with the aid of zero-g, a sign she was bored with waiting.

      Completing her mission was the only task she was interested in. As noble as it was for the rest of the recon team to help Jazz, it wasn’t her mission and wasn’t anything she cared about. Keeping Kroshka alive and getting home were all that mattered to her right now.

      When Chidorli requested Whigli to teleport Kroshka below, concern did grow within Phylarlie. Blue light filled the cabin of the Hashmedai transport. That concern grew even stronger now that everyone—except for Kroshka and Jazz—was back on board. What happened? “Thought this was going to be an in-and-out operation,” Phylarlie said.

      Chidorli never looked at anyone, her head pointing at the cold metallic floor, trying to hide some kind of guilt or shame.

      She must have made herself look like a fool, Phylarlie thought.

      Whigli embraced Chidorli in a comforting manner, for she hadn’t performed well. Zhinbryo pushed and floated his way to the cockpit to analyze data on the flight computer terminal, while Onatiasha, who had a massive frown, faced Phylarlie.

      “Perhaps if you had helped out, we wouldn’t have run into complications!” Onatiasha said, her voice raised.

      “Where is Kroshka?” Phylarlie asked.

      “They took her. Radiance came in from behind and grabbed her.” Onatiasha’s explanation set off a fire in Phylarlie’s eyes. “And since you asked, Jazz is dead.”

      Phylarlie floated directly in front of Onatiasha. “How did this happen?” she yelled, turning to release verbal rage on the two psionics. “And you? Why did you take her down to such a risky area unprepared?”

      The cold strength of Onatiasha’s gauntlets gripped Phylarlie’s shoulders, dragging her closer. The two stared at each other, face to face, each waiting for an excuse to draw a weapon.

      “This is as much as your fault as it is theirs, assassin!” Onatiasha screamed at Phylarlie. “You didn’t aid us, and this could have been prevented if you were there!”

      Onatiasha’s intimidation tactics didn’t work on Phylarlie, who merely grinned and said, “Rescuing humans does not concern me or my mission!”

      “Your mission is now comprised since you chose to sit up here!” Phylarlie quietly reached for her dagger—this was the excuse she had been waiting for. “Blame my team all you want. Yes, I made mistakes. Chidorli made mistakes. In hindsight, the whole mission should have been scrapped from the start. But at the end of everything, you made the biggest mistake of all.” Her gaze dropped to see Phylarlie’s blade pointed toward her abs. “Now drop that dagger or I will end you, assassin.”

      Blue light flooded the interior of the transport as Chidorli and Whigli vanished. The quarreling duo both quickly spun their weightless bodies forward to take note of the lack of psionics on board. “Well, that’s just great,” said Phylarlie.

      “Is your bickering over?” Zhinbryo asked.

      “What is it?” replied Onatiasha, floating to the cockpit.

      “The Radiance transport that has Kroshka captive—I have been tracking it,” he said.

      Onatiasha floated over to glance at the data. A red dot hovered over a human landing strip next to a crater. “Looks like a human military base,” she concluded.

      Zhinbryo added, “Unless psionics have teleported her away, she is most likely being held there.”

      “You’re assuming she’s still alive,” Phylarlie said, her arms crossed.

      Onatiasha turned back toward her with a cunning smile and said, “If she is dead, we have found the location for your next targets.”
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* * *

      “Why do I get the feeling this is what our lives will be like for the next eight years?” said Chloe.

      The occupants of the Radiance transport remained sitting still after fleeing from the two floaters at the hospital. Gengei and Xyniea sat up front in the cockpit, while Chloe and Sarah took a seat in the middle. Their captive, a young Hashmedai girl named Kroshka, sat at the back with a large collar around her neck and her hands cuffed together. The girl looked sad and depressed.

      The nerve of her. Millions on this planet were dying by the hands of her people, and she was upset about what? Chloe wondered. That humanity is fighting back?

      “Sadly, events like we just went through will be commonplace until the Radiance fleet arrives,” said Gengei.

      “Unless we’re wiped out in the process,” Sarah added.

      “That, too, is a grim possibility. This is why we are taking as many people as possible aboard the Abyssal Explorer,” Gengei said.

      Chloe spoke. “Your ship up above can’t possibly hold the entire human race, let alone a city worth of people.” This was an issue so few had raised when Radiance began taking people, probably because they were afraid of the answer.

      “You are…correct. Our space is limited.”

      Sarah interjected, “As much as I appreciate what your kind is doing for our world, I don’t dig the idea of a small handful of people getting saved while everyone else has to suffer or die.”

      “There is no other option. We cannot take on that fleet alone, and we have studied the effectiveness of your…space shuttles,” Gengei said.

      Gengei’s statement reminded Chloe of a few marines joking about how NASA should have mounted guns and nukes onto the ISS. As controversial as it would have been, nuclear weapons in space could have prevented a lot of death and destruction right now. If every nuke ever made by humanity were launched into space, there wouldn’t be much of a Hashmedai fleet left, Chloe thought.

      Sarah spoke. “Our nukes can take down Hashmedai ships, and we got a fuck-ton of them laying around.” She and Chloe were on the same wavelength—sisterly bonding at its best.

      “We just have no means of sending them into high Earth orbit to take out those ships,” Chloe said. “Hell, they’ll see it coming and shoot them down before they even get close.”As much as Chloe enjoyed the fantasy of nukes launching to the skies and beyond to save Earth, she knew the Hashmedai weren’t going to allow more of their ships to be blown up so easily.

      Gengei added, “It is a pity, too, that two-thirds of the fleet has been recalled to temporarily dock inside the command ship. The best time to strike at a Hashmedai fleet is when it is docked. Destroy the command ship, and most of the fleet will go down with it.”

      Chloe and Sarah looked at each other, intrigued by what Gengei revealed. “Really?” Chloe said.

      Gengei continued. “Yes, the ships inside have their shields disabled so the docking tractor beam will work. Furthermore, they are all stowed away in close proximity to one another.”

      “Then let’s nuke the command ship. I know it’s easier said than done, but we need to figure out a way to get nukes out there without them knowing,” Sarah said.

      Gengei spoke again. “The only thing that can get close to the command ship without being shot down is another Hashmedai ship.” He paused, indicating he had just thought of something important that could make this idea a reality. “It is possible to board a Hashmedai ship with the brainjack device.”

      “Come again?” said Chloe.

      Gengei walked over to the overhead weapons locker above Chloe and Sarah. His hands reached up and pulled out a device shaped like a pistol with a small computer screen and input pad on the back of it. “This weapon fires a projectile that bores into the brain of a psionic and hacks into the chip implanted in its brain.” He held the computer screen closer to Chloe and then Sarah, so both could see it. “This device here will give the user full control of the psionic along with its powers. We can use it to teleport aboard a Hashmedai ship, bypassing their mind shields.”

      “Hijack the ship, kill the crew, load it with nukes, and fly to the command ship,” Chloe said, looking at the brainjack once more. “Where the hell was that device earlier, when we took on those floaters?”

      Gengei explained the limitations of the device. “The range on the device is small. The user needs to be standing close to the psionic in order to maintain a stable connection, thus—”

      “You have to get right in the face of a floater,” Chloe said.

      “And their shields need to be down. This is why it is rarely used in battle. It is suicide in most cases.” Gengei holstered it to his side. “Find me a weakened psionic with its shield down, and we can do this.”

      Chloe looked to their captured Hashmedai in the corner. “What about her? You said that collar prevents her from using psionics. That makes her a good target.”

      “She does not have the cybernetic upgrades, namely the chip implant. But…she is a valuable person—daughter to the Hashmedai empress.”

      “Well, shit, girly here is royalty,” said Sarah.

      “And could serve as bait for a Hashmedaian rescue team—one that will be aided by a psionic,” Gengei said. “So where can we find these ‘nukes’ you speak of?”

      “Nellis Air Force Base comes to mind—should be close, too. Hook me up with a map, and I’ll point it out,” said Chloe.

       

      Xyniea had not noticed that Kroshka was awake from her “nap.” After Gengei gave a rundown of their plan to attack the command ship, Xyniea rose from her seat and stepped toward the prisoner. Kroshka directed no attention to Xyniea, staring at the floor and looking downtrodden. Xyniea forced her to face her, with the aid of a firm hand around her jaw.

      “You are very lucky,” Xyniea said in the Hashmedai tongue. “You slipped away from me twice. I caught you the third time, only for the commander to insist on keeping you alive.”

      “Twice?” she asked.

      Xyniea smiled and released Kroshka from her hold. “Think back to a few months ago when you got separated from the recon team. Think back to that ambush on the eastern side of this continent.”

      “I didn’t know the Radiance Union resorted to assassinations.”

      “That’s cute. You’d think I was carrying out orders on their behalf.” Xyniea’s eyes locked onto Kroshka’s pendant, an orb. “I’ll cut you a deal. Tell me where you got this, and if I like the answer, I’ll let you live.”
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      An hour or so had passed since Chidorli and Whigli teleported off the Hashmedai transport to the frozen southern polar landmass. It would allow the two to be free of the arguing above and give Chidorli time to recover mentally from the earlier events.

      The couple sat watching the frozen horizon. Chidorli was still upset, but Whigli felt invigorated. During his time in this area with Phylarlie, he’d long fantasized about bringing Chidorli out here to relax and enjoy the Paryo-like weather.

      “Feeling better now?” he asked.

      She hesitated. “I just feel like the whole mission was my fault.”

      Whigli replied, “It wasn’t. This is war, and sometimes you just lose battles because the enemy is desperate for a victory.”

      “I had so many opportunities to save Jazz, and I only focused on one task—trying to push back that soldier.” She lowered her head. “And then rather than bringing him up to Kroshka, I had her go down to aid him. Now he’s dead, and she’s been taken away.”

      “If I manage to get out of space bridge duty, we can get her back.” Words of hope were all he could offer at this point.

      “Noylarlie helped you escape space bridge duty,” she said.

      “And she helped you get through academy training. She helped us both.” Her head raised, and with it came a more positive look on her face.

      “What do you think she’s up to?” she asked, resting her head on his shoulder.

      “Making the galaxy fear her name, I hope.”

      “Why is that?”

      “I’m not going back to Jerut’s organization, and something tells me my return back to the empire won’t be a pleasant one. But having an Archmage with anger issues as an ally…”

      The two laughed, their eyes adjusting to stare at each other. “You are the only ally I need,” she said with a smile.

      He returned the compliment by sliding his tongue across hers while her hands slid down the sides of his shirtless body. She fell back into a more comfortable spot on the frozen surface, and he lay on top of her, guiding his tongue down her neck and then down her entire body.

      His head rose up after coming across her navel. A pair of slacks and a dress landed in the snow, and their naked snow-dusted bodies embraced as they joined tongues once again. A set of large hands cupped her breasts, and her small hand guided him inside her. Warm and wet—he missed this feeling probably just as much as she missed his hips thrusting in a slow, savoring manner.

      Every moan she released was followed by her wetness intensifying, leg shaking, and vagina contracting. His body temperature and heartbeat rose. A loud roar echoed across the land as he released his seed inside her caressing body.

      Resting together afterward, the two looked up at the cloudy blue sky above, still stroking each other.

      “Just one? I know you can do better than that,” she said.

      He laughed. “Saving it for later—we still have a mission to finish.”

      “So this is what it felt like to be an ancient Hashmedai,” she said, sitting up. “Copulating on a frozen, barren terrain—no cities, no starships, just a man and his mate.”

      “Well, that would be plural—mates if you were a male. Three women for one man was common back then,” he pointed out.

      “Still is on Taxah,” she said, her hand slowly brushing across her belly. “Looks like we’re heading to a breeding colony once we get back.”

      “Why?”

      She giggled and said, “We have no anti-pregnancy chems, Whigli.”

      Fatherhood? It was not something he had considered until now. Their return back to Hashmedai-controlled space became even more important.
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* * *

      Chloe sighed after laying eyes on what remained of Las Vegas as their Radiance transport hovered over the runway at Nellis Air Force Base.

      “Landing now,” said Gengei, who interacted with the flight terminal.

      “I wonder if anyone got out,” Sarah said, noticing the crater outside.

      “Even if they did,” said Chloe, “there is no place here that’s truly safe.”

      Chloe eagerly stepped out of the transport as its exit slid open. The sooner they got this mission started, the sooner Earth and its inhabitants could wake up from this nightmare.

      Three figures were heading toward the transport. They looked human, and that was a good sign. They wore air force uniforms, an even better sign—survivors.

      “Wasn’t expecting humans to be exiting from that,” one said about the transport vessel as they got in range.

      “To be fair, there are more aliens on board than humans,” Chloe said. Gengei and Xyniea exited, dragging Kroshka. “I’ll make this short and sweet. We got a plan to save the world, and we need to borrow a few nukes from here to make it happen.”

      Chloe brought the three military men up to speed after a long string of introductions were made. Apparently, Sarah already knew two of them. None of the men showed any fear when the plan to get close and personal with a floater was brought up. And none brought up the fact that they officially had no authorization to go ahead and do this. Then again, no one had heard from the president in days—or anyone else high up in the chain of command. The world was crumbling, and the lines of communication between leaders and troops had disintegrated. Everyone at this point was likely acting independently.

      Gavin, Chris, and James headed back to the base’s storage facility to locate a working nuke. Shouldn’t be hard, Chloe figured, seeing how all aircraft here were about to be loaded with nukes until the Hashmedai showed up. Thank God none prematurely exploded.

      One thing that stuck in her mind was Gavin’s name. Captain Gavin Chambers—could this really be him? That woman’s husband? What were the odds of randomly finding him here and alive? Chloe still carried the gem the woman had asked her to give Gavin, and she would do so until she broke the bad news to him of his wife’s death. Or perhaps I’ll have Sarah do it, seeing how they have met previously.

      Later as the evening carried on, Chloe sat next to the transport, which was now more or less a mobile prison for their captured Hashmedai princess. Xyniea stayed inside to keep watch on her while maintaining the ship’s shields at max. Between that and the mind shield, any rescue team coming after her would have one hell of a fun time fighting their way inside.

      The short thumping sound of her bottom sitting down was a nice sound to hear. Might as well rest. There was nothing else to do but wait for the Hashmedai to show up—if they showed up. It felt like she’d been on her feet for years. Gengei stood on the opposite side of the craft, analyzing a holographic image of the command ship and finalizing the game plan for boarding it.

      “You got the right idea, Sis,” said Sarah, and she took a seat next to Chloe, removing her helmet.

      “How are you holding up?” Chloe asked.

      “Still processing everything that’s happened,” said Sarah. “Not sure it’s even a good idea to think about it at this point.”

      “Too many innocent lives gone in a matter of days.”

      “You think Mom and Dad got out OK?”

      It was a thought Chloe had blocked from her mind ever since getting word that the East Coast was hit.

      She changed the subject. “So you remember that woman back at the hospital, the one you knew?” Chloe asked Sarah.

      “Yeah, not quite the reunion I was expecting.”

      “Is that pilot really her husband?”

      “Yeah, it is. We need to break the bad news to him. Crazy, isn’t it? As Mom would say, ‘The river of fate always follows.’ She was always saying stuff like, ‘God has a plan,’ and ‘It flows like a river.’ And if she’s right, that river led us to him.”

      “We’re going to need all the help we can get since Gengei’s people are too afraid to support this leg of the operation.” Chloe understood their trepidation. A single ship like that surrounded by a fleet of enemy ships in the middle of unexplored space was a daunting undertaking—best for them to minimize casualties. “News like this is only going to distract him.”

      “Or piss him the fuck off,” said Sarah, chuckling. “A person with nothing to lose is the worst enemy. Speaking of losing partners, with the East Coast gone, it’s safe to say I’m single now.”

      “Wait, you were seeing someone?” Chloe grinned at her sister.

      Sarah laughed. “Eh, it was an on-off sorta thing. Now it’s off and probably won’t be on again.” James and Gavin returned, pushing a cart containing a large white bomb. “Nice to see James is alive, though!” Sarah said, flashing a seductive smile toward him.

      James let out a loud cheer as Chloe and Sarah slowly approached. Chloe grinned and thought, This is it. She procured the gem from her pocket, gazing at the strange sphere in the middle. She felt a tingle pass through her hand and into her arms as she held it. “Well, time to deliver this and the news attached to it.”

      Gengei appeared shortly afterward. James’s cheer must have made him curious.

      “The B83,” said James as Chloe got close. “When you absolutely, positively need to kill every motherfucker with the power equal to one point two kilotons of TNT, accept no substitute.”

      “There’s only one catch I don’t think you guys took into account,” said Gavin. “How are you gonna trigger this bad boy to blow?”

      Gengei examined the nuclear device and asked, “It is computerized, correct?”

      “Yeah, something like that,” said Gavin.

      "Psionics can connect their minds to such things. We can have one of ours on board the Abyssal Explorer merge his or her mind with it and remotely trigger it,” said Gengei. “Of course, we will have to disable the command ship’s mind shield for that to work.”

      “Something tells me this is going to be more than a dump-and-run operation,” said Sarah.

      “Yes, we will have to board the command ship after docking our captured Hashmedai ship inside of it,” Gengei explained. “The good news is, with the mind shield down, our escape will be simple—teleport to the Abyssal Explorer, then get clear of the command ship before the bomb explodes.”

      “So if I’m understanding the plan correctly,” said Chris. “We’re going to brainjack a Hashmedai psionic and then teleport along with the nuke to one of their smaller ships. We kill the crew, dock with the command ship, board the command ship, and disable the mind thingy. Then we teleport out while one of your people remotely sets the nuke off.”

      “That is correct,” said Gengei.

      “Oh, no problem at all!” Chris replied sarcastically.

      “Couldn’t we just teleport directly to the command ship?” asked Gavin.

      “Its orbit is too far out of range for that,” Gengei said.

      Chloe interjected. “Let’s focus on one thing at a time. If we can’t get a psionic, then this whole op is fucked.”

      “And what’s the plan for that?” Chris asked.

      “Hit the psionic with everything you have,” explained Gengei. “Enough weapons’ fire will weaken the shields. Once their shields are gone, stop your attacks. We need to take the psionic alive. I will get close and use the brainjack, while Xyniea lowers the mind shield for the transport. I will then force the psionic to jump-port you all inside. Then it will be a matter of teleporting up while under the protection of the transport’s main shields. We should load the bomb aboard the transport as well.”

      “Well, then,” said Chris, “we should get ready.”

      “Indeed, it will only be a matter of time before they discover us hiding out here,” said Gengei.

      Chris, James, and Gavin pushed the heavy cart toward the transport. Chloe grabbed Gavin’s arm, and Sarah ran behind James to give his ass a hard slap.

      “Hey, I need to talk to you about something important,” Chloe said to Gavin.

      “I’ll catch up with you guys in a bit,” Gavin said to James and Chris. “What’s up?”

      Chloe’s hand unveiled the gem. “We encountered your wife at Cedars-Sinai, and she told me to give this to you.”
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* * *

      “What took you guys so long?” Onatiasha asked as Whigli and Chidorli materialized onboard the Hashmedai transport ship. “Never mind—don’t tell me,” she added after observing Chidorli’s messy hair and snow particles floating off their bodies. Phylarlie took notice as well, letting out a grunt as she turned away.

      “What was so important that we needed to be up here?” asked Whigli.

      “We found where Kroshka is likely being held,” said Onatiasha. “Scanners revealed a lone Radiance transport that landed at a human military base. A group of humans and Radiance are roaming and guarding the area.”

      “Makes sense,” said Whigli. “If they are going to keep her captive on the planet, that’s the best place. We can’t teleport directly into the transport.”

      “We’ll have to teleport down and attack them,” explained Onatiasha, “and then take down the shields of the ship to get inside.”

      “Let’s hope they don’t execute her during the process,” grumbled Zhinbryo.

      “She’s too valuable of a hostage. They’ll only do it as a last resort. They may, however, turn and flee. In that case, we need to be quick and return back here to pursue,” Onatiasha offered. “This attack will require us to strike fast.” She floated to face Phylarlie. “And as for you—”

      “Shut up. I’m coming,” Phylarlie retorted.

      “Keep your stealth systems active. They won’t be expecting an assassin,” Onatiasha said. “Once we have a visual on Kroshka, grab her and jump-port away from the action. Chidorli or Whigli can teleport you back up from there.”

      “I take it we’re working on the transport?” asked Chidorli.

      “Yes, you two can deliver enough fire power to take down those shields,” Onatiasha said.

      “When do we move out?” Zhinbryo asked impatiently.

      Onatiasha gazed at the burning blue planet from the window and said, “Right now.”
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* * *

      The night sky above Nellis was briefly illumined with blue light. Four Hashmedai appeared on the runway, charging toward the Radiance transport ship—two floaters, a knight, and a warrior. Chloe recognized them. They were the same group from the hospital, no question. The floaters took to the sky and hovered in the direction of the transport.

      “Enemy contact!” Chloe shouted. She turned to Gavin, who held on hard to a P90 rifle. “Are you going to be—”

      Gavin cut her off. “I’m fine.”

      Chloe wasn’t fully convinced. The news of his wife’s death set him off really good. Gengei had had to step in to calm him down. He better not fuck this up, she thought and took cover behind the transport along with James, Sarah, Gengei, Gavin, and Chris.

      “Boyd, Sarah, with me. We’re taking out one of those floaters,” said Chloe. “Remember, stay moving!”

      “Very well,” said Gengei. “The rest of you, with me. Let us give the guardian and her pet something to worry about.”

      James, Gavin, and Gengei released a hailstorm of bullets toward Onatiasha and Zhinbryo. As expected, Onatiasha's shield was up, blocking the shots as Zhinbryo remained behind her. Chloe, Chris, and Sarah peered up, taking shots at Whigli. His reaction to the bullets splashing all over his shield was to shoot back a grin. He then blasted the transport with fireballs. He and Chidorli were ignoring the ground troops.

      “Keep firing!”exclaimed Chloe.

      Both Whigli and Chidorli rose higher into the night sky, to the point where visual contact was vague at best…until a glow of orange appeared directly above.

      “Fall back! Fall back!” Chloe yelled.

      Everyone sans Gengei ran back, taking cover behind an overturned jet. Gengei ran ahead toward Onatiasha and Zhinbryo in an attempt to draw their actions away from Chloe and the rest. Gengei stood his ground, firing nonstop, even while he communicated to Xyniea over his comm device—especially after Onatiasha’s tractor beam failed to pull him due to his shields still being active.

       

      “Your minions are failing,” Xyniea taunted Kroshka inside the transport. Psionic hellfire slammed into the transport’s shields. Xyniea gripped her magnetic rifle and stepped closer to Kroshka. “Have you thought about my offer?”

      “It’s just a pendant,” Kroshka said. “Why do you care so much about it?”

      “It’s more than that, and you know it!” Xyniea, in a fit of fury, ripped open Kroshka’s top. “You have no cybernetic implants on that pretty chest of yours, yet your power was strong enough to protect that human back at that ranch with a barrier,” she continued. “You then enhanced the power of his primitive projectile rifle, killing one of my best with his shield still active. Even our weapons can’t cut through a personal shield that quickly…unless enchanted by the same ability you used, one that even an augmented psionic cannot do.”

      “It…was a gift.”

      “I’m not believing that, but continue on.”

      “My father gave it to me.”

      “Where did he get it?”

      “Xyniea, now!” Gengei communicated to her over the transports comm. Phase two was a go.

      “We are not finished,” Xyniea said, storming over to the cockpit.

       

      The Radiance transport lifted off directly before Onatiasha’s eyes. Chidorli and Whigli were too far up and too busy bombarding it with massive white fireballs to teleport everyone back to their Hashmedai transport. Then there was this foolish Javnis, standing out in the open and forcing his attacks on her.

      “Zhinbryo, with me!” she ordered, lunging with her green glowing sword at Gengei.

      Zhinbryo followed suit, doing the same by propelling and lifting his blade to the sky for an overhand strike. Both blades struck his shield, generating a light show of blue ripples. A second swing of their blades shattered his shield. His body launched backward as Onatiasha backhanded him with her shield. She smiled at the sight.

      Onatiasha stepped forward, landing on…an object. Looking down, she saw the gift the Javnis left behind—a human pin-activated explosive device, and the pin wasn’t in it.

      “Get back!” she yelled, attempting to put her shield in front of the incoming blast.

      An explosion sent her backward, filling Zhinbryo’s eyes with anger as he leaped at the fallen Javnis. Zhinbryo fell flat on his face with three shots to his abs and legs.

       

      Gengei arose to the sounds of plasma missiles launching and exploding with thunderous force. He saw the Radiance transport ship hovering in the sky and the two psionics crashing to the ground. As powerful as they were, plasma missiles were designed to disable or destroy ships. There was no way their powers could have lasted long from a barrage like that.

      The two crashed to the ground below, the shield of the male psionic shattering on impact. The female still held, extending her shield forward to protect him. No matter, she was clearly weakened, and extending her shield like that would only drain the last bit of psionic strength she had left. Gengei charged forth with his rifle in one hand and the brainjack in the other, while his stealth detection alerted him of the presence of an assassin—an unexpected turn of events.

      As Gengei arrived, so did the four human soldiers, their projectile weapons pointed at the two cowering psionics. The female psionic stood with both of her arms extended to maintain her shield. Anger manifested on her face as she laid eyes on Gengei and the humans behind him. The male psionic slowly got up to his knees, suffering and whelping in pain. Four bullets bounced off the weakened psionic shield.

      “That’s her, isn’t it? The one you described to me, the one that attacked Anna!” Gavin exploded with anger. His P90 roared with more shots before Chloe’s hand firmly grabbed him.

      “Stand down!” Chloe yelled. “Let Gengei handle this part.”

      “It’s all your fault!” Gavin yelled. “You fucking bitch, it’s all your fucking fault!” Rage clearly consumed all rational thought within Gavin.

      “Stand the fuck down, Chambers. We’re so close to finishing this!” Chloe demanded.

      Gavin instantly fell to the ground. The humans surrounding him were in shock. Gengei, on the other hand, was not surprised. He knew an assassin stun disk at work when he saw one.

      “You should listen to her,” said a voice from the shadows, triggering the humans to move their heads around.

      “Who the fuck said that?” said James.

      “The lurking Hashmedai assassin did,” Gengei revealed. He fired random shots in random directions, hoping at least one might tag the assassin.

      “Careful there—you might risk friendly fire,” Phylarlie said.

      “So what are you waiting for, assassin?” asked Gengei.

      Phylarlie replied, “I’m just here for one reason—Kroshka.”

      “I cannot hand her over,” Gengei said.

      James stepped forward, keeping his eye on the downed Hashmedai Gengei had taken out.

      “It’s no secret you want my psionics alive, correct?” Phylarlie said. “That transport could have easily finished them off by now. I couldn’t care less about them or the rest of the Hashmedai here. I just want Kroshka and one Psi, nothing more.”

      “Making deals, yet you have nothing to offer,” Gengei said as the transport landed.

      “You see the psionic on the ground? He’s recovering power. Even now he might have enough strength to fight back. You could fire your weapons to shatter her shields, and he could counter, taking one of you out.” The assassin continued her proposal. “Or I could take down the shield myself and stun one of them for you. But if I don’t get Kroshka, you’re on your own. And if Kroshka dies, you all die…starting with the soft humans. Just ask the one standing between the two females. He knows quite well what I can do.”

      “Groom Lake— that was you, wasn’t it?” asked Chris.

      Whigli and Chidorli spoke in the Hashmedai language, and the assassin from the shadows did the same. “It would appear they are willing to make a deal as well,” said Phylarlie. “Whigli offers to be your captive as long as you let Kroshka and Chidorli go.”

      Gengei stared at the male psionic. He now stood on his feet with his hands in the air, ready to surrender. A brave one. Gengei didn’t know Hashmedai were capable of such acts.

      “Have him step out of the shield’s protection and then stun him,” Gengei offered. “Do this, and I will order Xyniea to release Kroshka.”

      More Hashmedai-speak ensued between the three, and finally Whigli embraced Chidorli before she irised her shield to create a doorway for him to step out of and away from her protecting grace. Almost immediately he fell to the ground, stunned by the assassin as promised.

      “Fuck it,” Gavin said. His stun wore off, and his weapon unloaded bullets to shred Chidorli’s shield apart. She panicked, moving her arms forward to prepare an attack.

      Gengei, too, panicked and fired the brainjack. A dart-shaped object entered her head, penetrating her skull. An audio sound indicated to Gengei that the brainjack successfully hacked into the target’s psionic chip.

      He signaled for everyone in his group to gather close, and his fingers initialized a jump- port. Seconds before the port activated, James fell to the ground—an assassin stun disk. Why did he insist on being so far from the group? Blue mist caused them all to vanish from sight to reappear inside the transport.

      Another flick of Gengei’s finger resulted in their brainjacked psionic releasing blue light that enveloped everyone inside the transport…and the nuclear bomb.
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      The power from Kroshka’s pendant, an orb, contained a limited amount of psionic power capable of mending and healing. The psionic energy within the orb exited, bonding with Kroshka’s psionic force. From there her mind commanded this healing force to enter the intended recipient—Jazz. Like a mechanic fixing a car, the energy traveled throughout his body looking for damage and sickness to correct. It didn’t find much in terms of sickness but instantly found the stab wound in his belly. Blood was temporarily forced to stop heading to that area as the energy sealed the wound up at the molecular level. Tiny particles and atoms were forced to come together, working to patch up his body.

      And just when the healing was halfway done, Jazz was shot multiple times. Fortunately for him, the healing psionic energy Kroshka had injected into him was still active and eager to take on a second task. The healing force placed the brain in suspended animation, preventing him from dying. As powerful as this psionic force was, it could only repair damage and prevent death—not undo it.

      By the time medics found Jazz’s body, the shot to his head looked more like a burn mark than a bullet hole. His vital signs indicated he was in critical condition, so it was fortuitous that he was already at a hospital.

       

      Jazz’s eyes slowly opened to the sight of a hospital room. Probably Cedars-Sinai, he assumed, since he was in the process of shooting the place up before…something happened. He couldn’t quite remember what transpired after Chidorli attended to him. Two uniformed men armed with rifles stood just outside the door to his room. It made sense since he had killed a marine, shot at another, and gotten into a fistfight with yet one more. And he had been in the company of a Hashmedai, so the authorities wanted answers.

      “Finally awake,” said a voice at his side.

      Jazz turned his head to see an old man in medical scrubs. “Yeah..,” Jazz said. “Unless this is just a dream—then, no, I ain’t.” He half-expected Hannah to walk through the door.

      “I’m Dr. Jakins, by the way. How are you feeling right now?”

      “‘Confused’ comes to mind. I know I got stabbed but—” He felt his belly. “Doesn’t feel or look like it. Pretty sure I got shot, too, though that memory is a blur.”

      “Anything else? Tingling sensations perhaps?” Dr. Jakins asked.

      Jazz thought for a moment. Indeed a strange sensation traveled from his stomach to his chest and then to his head. “Yeah, a weird feeling traveling through my body.”

      “Ah, yes, sounds like the psionic force from Kroshka’s orb has entered your body to heal you. Now it probably can’t find a means to return back to where it came from.”

      No regular doctor should be saying words like that. Jazz filled with anger. He didn’t like being played. “How the hell do you know all that?” Jazz firmly asked.

      Jakins replied, “Would you like to know more? Easier if I just show it to you.”

      “Show me what?”

      The doctor’s eyes closed, and seconds later blue light escaped from the sides of his scrubs. A slow teleportation was in progress.

      “Ah, hell,” Jazz managed to say before vanishing.

       

      A voice called out to Jazz as he and Jakins materialized inside a strange and dark lab, which was surely built by nonhumans.

      “Interesting…” A female voice echoed in his head.

      He could see only two people present—Jakins and an Aryile girl. Looks like the same one who was on TV before the world went to hell. Odelea, they called her? Neither of them was speaking to him.

      “What the fuck is this?” Jazz asked.

      “Magnificent, isn’t it?” said Jakins. “My life’s work—studying humanity, unlocking the secrets that your race has…among other things.”

      “So you’re one of those Linl, I take it,” Jazz said as he walked closer to the two.

      “My real name is Ure Telinei,” Jakins said. “Odelea was one of my students at a prestigious university within the Radiance Union—a university that will one day benefit from the knowledge this child will have to offer when she is older.”

      Telinei’s hand extended toward a cryo tube with Hannah preserved inside.

      Jazz swiftly ran toward it after taking note of who was inside. “Yo! What the fuck, man? Get her the fuck outta there now!”

      “Oh, please do not be alarmed. She is safe.” Telinei held up a data pad aimed at Jazz. “But you…oh, my—the aura within you is reacting to her presence.”

      “Shoot him. Shoot that man,” said the same female voice. Jazz looked about once again but did not see who was speaking.

      “My gods,” Telinei said, a disturbed look on his old face. “These readings—this is impossible.”

      Blood and brain matter sprayed across Jazz’s face as a projectile narrowly missed him and put a hole the size of a golf ball through Telinei’s face. Telinei’s body collapsed, and behind him Odelea held a Radiance magnetic pistol pointed forward. “Step away from the pod,” Odelea said.

      “I ain’t going anywhere until I can free her.” The pistol was now pointed directly at Jazz’s head. Jazz raised his hands and backed away from the skinny girl with a gun—an experience he never would have imagined. He thought about overpowering her and grabbing the gun. Why risk it? He had cheated death twice in a row, and the third time is a charm. Let’s not give death that third time, he thought as he backed off.

      Odelea used one hand to interact with the terminal mounted into Hannah’s cryo tube, her other hand still aiming the pistol at Jazz’s head. The front face of the tube flipped open, and Odelea reached in to grab and hold Hannah.

      “I know who her mother is,” Jazz said. “Let’s try to find her together.” Odelea’s replied by aiming the pistol back at him as she backed away and summoned the elevator. “Nice chatting with you,” he said as she vanished behind the elevator doors.

      Jazz’s initial reaction was to summon another elevator and pursue. There was one problem—he was still dressed in a hospital gown, and those two guards by his room had probably by now alerted everyone to be on the lookout for him.

      He frantically searched the lab, looking for something, anything, he could use to give him an advantage on the streets—and fast. There was no telling where Odelea could be heading with Hannah. He breathed a sigh of relief after finding a small locker room in the corner—magnetic rifles, gray jumpsuits, and Radiance combat armor and helmets. If a Linl could wear human outfits to pose as one, a human could easily wear Radiance combat gear and pass as a Linl.
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* * *

      Rina woke to the sound of someone knocking on her car’s passenger side door. She had spent the night asleep in her car after failing to find a motel or hotel with vacancy in Los Angeles. The knocking was a welcome wakeup call as the morning sun shone high in the sky—time to find a place to stay in this extremely overcrowded city.

      The knocking continued. Right, may as well see what this person wants. She looked up to see the image of Odelea, the Aryile woman from the news who was holding a child in her arms. She looked concerned and skittish, as if she were expecting someone to come around the corner to start trouble. Rina opened the car door, and the Aryile got in and placed the fatigued child in the seat next to Rina. “I need you to take care of her,” Odelea said.

      “What? Wait.Who is she?” Rina spotted the weapon in the Aryile’s hand and stopped asking questions.

      “Whatever you do, do not take her aboard the Radiance ship,” said Odelea, and in an instant, she ran off.

      Confusion and panic flooded Rina’s mind. What was she to do—call the police? They probably got their hands full. This is probably the least of their concerns. Rina shut the door as the child fastened her seat belt.

      “Are you OK, sweetie?” Rina asked.

      “Yeah, just tired,” said the child. “My name is Hannah Grey. What’s yours?”

      “Um, just call me ‘Destiny’ for now.” Rina didn’t want to risk giving away her real name in case this whole situation went sideways. “Where are your parents?”

      Hannah pointed to the sky. “My mommy is up there with Radiance, but I missed the last transport heading up there.”

      Rina’s confusion and panic turned to sadness and pity for the child. Getting lost when your folks are located in the same city is terrifying enough for a child, but getting lost when they’ve left the planet?

      “Are you going to be taking care of me?” Hannah asked.

      “Yes,” Rina said. “I won’t let anything bad happen to you, OK?”
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* * *

      The Radiance armor was much easier to use than Jazz thought it would be. The suit automatically powered on as he donned it. The helmet that covered his entire face did the same, activating a screen directly in front of his eyes. Letters and numbers written in the Radiance language crossed the screen on the sides. Whatever those words on the screen meant, he hoped they were a good sign, as he knew nothing about their language.

      Exiting the building, Jazz saw the streets jam-packed with cars. Even during an alien invasion, LA was still gridlocked. He shook his head and walked out, trying to ignore all the strange looks from the general public around him. He spotted a Radiance transport ship hovering just before an intersection…and Odelea crawling up inside of it. Fuck her for jamming that gun at me.

      The clanking sounds of his suit echoed as Jazz ran toward the transport, waving for them to wait. He was wearing their uniform now, so who would know? In the worst case, he was armed with a magnetic rifle. Pop everyone on board, especially Odelea, and make an escape. The transport levitated above the Los Angeles skyline as Jazz climbed aboard.

      A Vorcambreum piloted the ship. Four Radiance Union soldiers—two of them Javnis—and Odelea were aboard. The other two, who wore combat armor like the one Jazz donned, sat in the back next to him and Odelea. Everyone onboard spoke the Radiance language. Jazz did his best not to make eye contact with anyone out of fear they might try to chat with him. He hoped the strong silent types were as common within the Radiance Union as they were on Earth.

      The view from the front window revealed the ship was approaching another part of LA. After landing, the exit doors swung open. Odelea walked over to the entrance and let out a smile at the person climbing aboard.

      “Sorry to keep you waiting, Mr. Kim.” He was human, and she spoke to him in English. Jason climbed aboard, and Odelea offered him a seat in the back. Once again the transport was on the move, this time to space, as the blue morning sky slowly faded into the star-clustered blackness.

      “Did you find Hannah?” Jason asked.

      “Yes, she’s now aboard with her mother,” Odelea lied.

      “Thank God,” Jason said. “Alisha was worried when she got separated from us.”

      Hold up—Alisha got on board? This news enraged Jazz. And Hannah, too? What the hell? Hannah was just with her, he thought. Odelea must have gotten Hannah sent up first.

      “Hannah, is in good hands now. Don’t you worry, sir,” Odelea assured Jason.
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* * *

      “They’ve seen us!” Chloe shouted after observing two Hashmedaian riflemen float down the corridor of the ship.

      The infiltration of the Hashmedaian corvette was proving to be a tricky operation. Gengei failed to mention that this leg of the mission was going to be a zero-gravity battle. The force of their weapons tended to propel them backward as they shot and killed several of the ship’s crew. Gengei stayed back, controlling Chidorli as if she were a remote-control car. She’d taken over most of the ship’s computer systems, locking the crew out with her mind.

      As such, no distress signal was sent, no communications established, as the five traveled from room to room, deck to deck, killing all Hashmedai in sight. The cockpit was secured first, while the Hashmedai in the barracks were vented into space via the main entrance to the ship. This, of course, put time constraints on their efforts. It was only a matter of time before other Hashmedaian ships took notice of hundreds of knights and warriors adrift in the vacuum of space.

      “If I am reading this correctly, those are the last two,” Gengei said, examining the brainjack’s screen.

      One of the fleeing riflemen released a quick barrage of plasma at his pursuing adversary. One shot narrowly avoided Chris as he returned fire. Chloe pulled her weightless body into a nearby passageway. Chris grabbed a grenade and turned to Gengei. “Gengei, can I get a telekinetic push for this?” he said, pointing at the grenade.

      “Stand by,” Gengei said, inputting a series of commands in the brainjack. “Arm your device when ready.”

      The pin was pulled and the grenade tossed down the corridor toward the pair of Hashmedai. It being weightless, however, meant it didn’t travel as quickly as it should…until it was propelled by a telekinetic push thanks to their psionic pet. The grenade flew across, exploding in front of the two Hashmedai. Their shrapnel-shredded and burned bodies floated backward toward Chris and Chloe.

      Chloe aimed her weapon, launching a barrage of bullets at the Hashmedai. She wasn’t taking any chances—the whole crew needed to be neutralized.

      Chloe and Chris reunited with the team in the ship’s cockpit. Gengei came up behind them much later, Chidorli in tow. Chloe glanced at the lifeless body of the psionic, whose eyes were still open with small beads of blood leaking out of the hole in her head from the brainjack device.

      “Is she still alive?” Chloe asked.

      “Yes, though she is experiencing a slow death every second the device is connected,” said Gengei. “Fifty percent of psionics who get hit by this die after an hour or so.”

      “Then we need to hurry,” Chris said.

      “Can you fly this thing?” Chloe asked.

      “This psionic’s mind is still connected to the systems of the ship. I should be able to control it from here. Keep in mind…I have never done something like this.”

      “That’s promising,” Sarah said.

      “We just need to get close enough to the mouth of the command ship, and its tractor beams will do the rest,” Gengei explained.

      “What are we going to do with her?” Chris said, pointing at Kroshka as Xyniea held her.

      “She will make an excellent shield,” Gengei said. “The Hashmedai on board the command ship will reconsider attacking us with her in front.”
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* * *

      Phylarlie checked on the status of the medical systems installed on Onatiasha and Zhinbryo’s suits. Their suits were working in overtime to recover their wounds as they floated in the back section of the Hashmedaian transport ship. Zhinbryo would need real medical attention, but the suit could keep him alive for a few days. Onatiasha, though, would make a full recovery within the hour.

      Whigli had remained silent since teleporting everyone back up, and Phylarlie couldn’t blame him. Not only had the mission failed, but now they had lost Chidorli to a brainjack device. Taking the Voidwrath was now a questionable assignment.

      “Is that all you got?” said Phylarlie’s captured human from the base below, James he said his name was. She admired her handiwork. His arms and legs were in rectangular restraints. His dark chest was exposed, revealing slashed burn marks—from her daggers—traveling across in random directions.

      “No, I have much more for you,” said Phylarlie, floating back to the front of the cockpit. She picked up a memory recorder from the front dashboard and gracefully spun around to show her prisoner the small triangular object in the palm of her hand.

      “I’m supposed to be afraid of that?” he said.

      “This device has never been tested on humans,” Phylarlie said, placing it on his forehead. “There’s a good chance it will kill you.”

      She floated back to the front, interacting with a terminal. An image of his brain appeared on the screen as the device downloaded the last two days of his memory. As the transfer began, his body twitched uncontrollably, and minutes later he screamed.

      She fixed her gaze on him, a certain level of satisfaction in her eyes. His body stopped jerking, and the screaming came to an end as he laughed hysterically. “Just kidding!” he said, continuing to laugh. “Didn’t feel a thing.”

      “You think this is a joke?” she yelled, floating directly in front of him. “Well, how about this for a punch line?” Her dagger plunged through his lower jaw, entering his head. She spun the hilt around, allowing the plasma to sizzle and cut away at everything that exited from the center of his mouth to the center of his brain. Hashmedai don’t keep prisoners.

      “Was that really necessary?” Whigli had finally broken his silence.

      “No,” Phylarlie said in the Hashmedaian language. “But if Kroshka is dead, I’m merely getting a head start on my next mission.”

      She removed her dagger from the human’s head, flicking away gobs of red weightless blood from her face. After kicking his body down to the back end of the cockpit, she swiftly returned to the terminal to review the last hours of the human’s life on the monitor. She stumbled upon a memory of his, getting a detailed mission briefing among the Javnis and the other human soldiers.

      “What did you discover?” Whigli said, floating behind her.

      “They plan to infiltrate and destroy the command ship with a nuclear weapon. Chidorli is being used as a shipboard psionic to pull it off.”

      “You mean she’s on the command ship now?”

      “She and Kroshka,” Phylarlie said. “If they haven’t boarded it yet, they’re aboard one of the ships heading to dock on the command ship.”

      Whigli had hope in his eyes as he said, “We could save them. If we move quickly, we can remove the brainjack device as well.”

      “If we don’t take the Voidwrath or another ship, there’s no way we can head back home,” Phylarlie said, “especially if they destroy the command ship.”

      “Then let’s just the two of us board it.”

      “I think you need to lay off the stims.”

      “Onatiasha’s plan was to attack it, which makes sense, as she, Chi, and Zhinbryo are marked for death, and Jazz is human,” Whigli continued. “You and I can board it with no problems. We weren’t part of the recon team. They’ll view me as a missing person returning to duty, and you’ll be cloaked. If we work smart and as a team, we can overtake that ship while Onatiasha finishes her healing. We’ll need her when we board the command ship.”

      The plan sounded risky to Phylarlie, but it was the only option on the table. “The command ship run needs to be in and out,” she said. “We don’t want to be aboard when the atomic bomb explodes.”

      “It’s a good plan…” The two turned to see Onatiasha, who had been listening in the whole time.

      “Onatiasha, get some rest,” said Whigli.

      “I’ll be fine,” said Onatiasha. “The only thing I ask is that you dock the transport with the Voidwrath. If things go bad, it will be easier for me to run aboard rather than wait on a teleport. A teleport might not even be possible if you’re dead.”

      Onatiasha’s last statement didn’t seem to resonate with Whigli as he floated toward the cockpit. “All right, let’s get moving before it’s too late,” Whigli finished.
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* * *

      Now floating in a higher orbit, the Voidwrath, a corvette, had seldom moved from its spot since launching from the command ship. Its main crew consisted of a pilot, commander, two engineers, and a psionic, who also doubled as a medic. The engineers proved to be an easy target for Whigli and Phylarlie. The main airlock was located at the back of the ship, close to the engine room.

      As the transport docked, Whigli was the only body seen exiting and boarding the ship. He requested to be checked by the medic, claiming he had been badly injured as the reason for his disappearance from Jerut’s orders. As he floated down the corridor past the engine room, he made a hand gesture…signaling to Phylarlie that the two engineers were hard at work inside. Phylarlie’s daggers carved swift and deep lacerations into their backs. As blood filled the room, she vanished into the darkness to follow behind Whigli once again.

      Whigli floated into the infirmary, a dimly lit room with rows of unused medical beds lined up and mounted to the floor. He took a seat on a bed next to the sliding entrance and waited for the psionic doctor, Covin to float over.

      “What’s troubling you?” Covin asked.

      Whigli pointed to the back of his neck, which was also a signal for Phylarlie to make her strike. Psionics were just as vulnerable as everyone, provided their guard was lowered and no abilities were being used. The attack would have to be quick and swift—otherwise, they might unleash everything they’ve got in a fit of panic.

      Phylarlie’s blade entered the back of Covin's neck, its edge lunging out the front before being lifted upward to split his head in half. Blood and part of his chip implant floated into the air.

      Unbeknown to Whigli and Phylarlie, two patients resting in the infirmary saw everything. The two patients weren't the pilot and commander as they had hoped.

      “Little one, I’m delighted to see you,” Lettielia said from the back of the infirmary. Whigli and Phylarlie spun around in surprise. Nodevar and Lettielia floated toward them, their daggers radiating a green glow.

      “Onatiasha, we’ve been compromised!” Whigli communicated after activating his psionic shield.

      Phylarlie vanished into a streak of blue light, reappearing behind Lettielia and swiftly lunging her daggers toward her back. Lettielia took full advantage of the zero-g environment by flipping her body around to face Phylarlie. Her feet slammed into Phylarlie, sending her tumbling backward alongside Nodevar, who was knocked back by a telekinetic throw by Whigli.

      Three streaks of blue light shot across the room as all three assassins jump-ported simultaneously to reorient themselves in the weightless environment. Phylarlie appeared behind Whigli, as the other duo reappeared side by side in the middle of the room.

      Whigli’s arms glowed orange as he instructed Phylarlie. “Get out of here. I’ll hold them.”

      White flames sprayed the front area where Whigli stood as Phylarlie floated out of the infirmary. The flames were enough to make Nodevar hesitate. Lettielia, on the other hand, vanished into blue light.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Onatiasha did her best to ignore the pain in her back as she floated through the airlock into the Voidwrath. As she was about to cross the threshold into the ship, a firm hand gripped her shoulder from behind. “I can still fight.” It was Zhinbryo.

      She faced him with a smile and said, “Then together we shall fight.”
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* * *

      The Radiance transport lost gravity as it entered Earth’s orbit, traveling toward the Abyssal Explorer on the opposite end of Earth, away from the Hashmedai fleet—the opposite of what Jazz needed.

      One of the Radiance rangers attempted to speak with Jazz. Jazz merely nodded, though on second thought decided it might have been a bad idea. The ranger spoke again to Jazz in the Radiance language, his voice getting louder the longer Jazz didn’t respond. Whatever he’s asking, it must be important, Jazz gathered. The ranger wanted a reply. Time to pop some fools.

      The magnetic rifle Jazz had picked up back at Alisha’s cottage gave him the chance to play around with it, learn how it worked…how to shut off the safety in particular—much like what he just did. He took one last look at his targets—two armored Radiance next to him and two unarmed ones in the front. Then that bitch Odelea would getting her comeuppance as well.

      Two bullets entered the necks of the armored Radiance, two bullets ripped through the backs of the heads of the Javnis, and multiple shots were fired for the Vorcambreum. The fucking thing was so short Jazz couldn’t see it from behind the chair, so he just kept shooting through the chair until blood floated away from it.

      Jazz spun his weightless body around, aiming the rifle at Odelea, and he pulled the trigger. And if Jason hadn’t pushed Jazz to the side, Odelea would have met her end.

      “Buddy, she’s just a kid!” Jason exclaimed. “Have you lost your mind?”

      Jazz removed the helmet, allowing it to float. Jason and Odelea now knew who he really was. “With what I’ve gone through in the last few days, could you blame me?” Jazz said.

      “Jake, what the fuck?” said Jason.

      Jazz saw Odelea float over to her pistol, which spun out of control. She reached out for it but promptly retracted as a bullet was fired at her.

      “Oh, no, no, no—back the fuck up,” Jazz said, aiming at her yet again. “You pick that up, and you’re gonna lose your life for sure.”

      Odelea spoke, a bit of nervousness in her voice. “Listen, what I did—”

      “Too much talking, child,” Jazz said, cutting her off.

      “Jake, stop,” said Jason.

      “Fuck that.”

      “You just killed everyone who could fly this thing,” said Jason, “except her.”

      Jason was right. And being stranded in an alien ship orbiting Earth wasn’t exactly on Jazz’s list of things to do. “All right, good point,” Jazz said. “Maybe I am losing it.” He lowered his rifle. “Take the controls, kid.”

      Odelea spoke again, still nervous. “I…can’t fly this really well.”

      “Too much talking,” Jazz said. Take the gun away from her and she’s a nervous wreck, cute.

      She floated toward the cockpit, past the dead armored rangers, only to see the dead pilots up front. She stopped briefly, stunned and horrified at the sight of all the blood, brain matter, and two lifeless bodies still strapped to their chairs.

      Odelea gazed back at Jazz, who stroked the barrel of the rifle. Her slender hands unbuckled the seatbelt of the dead Javnis, whose body floated out of the chair. She took a seat and interacted with the controls, trying her very best not to get too much blood on her hands.

      “The terminal is damaged,” she said. “Your bullets hit a few systems.”

      “Make it happen,” Jazz said. He then remembered something important. “Say, can you read Hashmedai?”

      “Yeah, yes, I can,” Odelea said.

      “I’m lookin’ for a ship. It’s called the Voidwrath. Dock with it when you find it,” ordered Jazz.

      “This is a Radiance transport. I don’t think they’ll—” She stopped herself to focus on the blood-covered computer screen in front of her. “Voidwrath, right—I’m searching for it.”

      “You catch on fast,” said Jazz. “Can’t believe I was gonna pop ya.”
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      Onatiasha and Zhinbryo swam through the weightless corridors and came to an unexpected stop as two streaks of blue light projected precisely in front of them. Phylarlie and another female assassin appeared thereafter. A fury of swift blade strikes erupted between them, each slashing and thrusting but failing to connect. One got close to Phylarlie’s chest, resulting in her dematerializing into the evasive blue light of a jump-port. She reemerged farther up the corridor, making a taunting gesture to her rival.

      Onatiasha considered helping, but only for a second. The fast movement of the two made it next to impossible for her or Zhinbryo to fix in for an attack. Melee combat in zero-g already put them at a huge disadvantage, but at least assassins could use their psionic gifts to move ten to fifteen meters in any direction at the blink of an eye. And there was the friendly fire factor—Phylarlie jump-porting into a massive cleave from either Onatiasha or Zhinbryo wasn’t the objective. Sorry, Phylarlie. You’re on your own for this, Onatiasha thought.

      Phylarlie target jump-ported above the assassin as the two engaged in another deadly but elegant zero-g blade dance. Now was their chance—Onatiasha and Zhinbryo floated past the distracted assassins, entering an adjacent corridor that had a ladder leading to the upper deck. The pilot and commander still needed to be dealt with.

      Ascending to the upper deck, Onatiasha discovered a wide passageway leading to the cockpit up front and cryo chambers behind. She heard the hissing sound of a plasma pistol powering up. She pressed her foot against a rung of the ladder—hard!—to launch herself upward. The instant her arm was clear of the ladder tube, her own sword and shield powering up made a hissing sound.

      She faced forward first—no signs of activity, empty cockpit, no weapons’ fire. She made a 180-degree zero-g turn, her body facing the cryo chambers behind her. A small battery pack typically used for small firearms, such as a pistol, floated across the chamber. Whoever charged up must have slapped in a fresh pack. She knew right away that someone was directly ahead. She instructed Zhinbryo to secure the cockpit as she proceeded farther in the cryo chamber, slowly.

      The long wide and dark room, lined with cryo tubes, was devoid of any contact. Whoever was in here was either too afraid to strike or too smart and had something else planned. A pair of feet descended from the top, delivering a zero-g drop kick to her shield. Onatiasha remained floating in her spot as the shield absorbed the kinetic force. The sneaky adversary launched backward, away from her, and then she smiled and raised her sword, activating its tractor beam—but only for a second. A pair of hands with claws deployed came down from the ceiling gripping around Onatiasha's lower jaw.

      Looking up, Onatiasha saw an open air vent, the hiding spot of the second adversary, who now attempted to choke her out. The two attackers had been hiding up there the whole time. Onatiasha was lifted into the vent as the first attacker floated past her and toward the cockpit. The grip around her went from a pair of hands to an arm, the other hand going for the pistol. It had to be, since the other person was clearly unarmed.

      With a sense of urgency, Onatiasha raised her sword through the ceiling in front of her, melting and cutting through the metal that separated the air vent from the ceiling. She pulled the blade closer to her, more specifically to the arm that gripped her. The sight of the blade heading straight towards his arm no doubt made the unknown attacker loosen his grip—after all, his arm would be the first thing to get sliced.

      She was now free and pushed her body downward while rapidly spinning around to face the ceiling…and the hole leading to the air vent. Her tractor beam dragged out a man wearing an officer’s uniform, and she beheaded him seconds later with a swift cleave.
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* * *

      Jazz shoved the floating body of the Javnis pilot away from him. Odelea pointed toward the window—a Hashmedaian corvette was in front of them.

      “According to the writing on the side,” Odelea said, “that is the Voidwrath.”

      “Nice, dock with them,” said Jazz. “If they start shooting, well, I guess we’re fucked.”

      “OK, I’ve been silent too long,” said Jason, wanting to weigh in.

      “Good, stay that way, I’m getting us outta here,” said Jazz. “It’s unfortunate Alisha and Hannah can’t join us, but I’ll come up with something to get them back from those fucking Radiance.”

      “So that’s your plan?” said Jason. “Risk sudden death by trying to hijack a Hashmedaian ship?”

      “You worry too much. I got this, bro.” Jazz turned to Odelea. “What’s taking so long?”

      “One of the airlocks has a transport already docked at it,” she said. “I’m going to try one on the other side of the ship.”

      “Ah, looks like my friends are doing their thing,” Jazz said. “Good to know I don’t gotta go solo on this.” He said to Jason, “Stay low inside here. Once we’ve cleared the place, you’re coming aboard.”

      Jason nodded toward Odelea. “What about her?”

      “If she wants to live to see the next day, she best stay off that ship and return to her people,” said Jazz. “I may have spared her life, but I’m sure Onatiasha would rather put her to the sword.” His gaze returned to the front of the ship while patting Odelea on the shoulder. “You see? I can be nice sometimes.”

      “I’m docking the ship now,” she said.

      “How is this ship even able to dock with theirs?” Jason asked.

      “A lot of Hashmedai tech was given to them by the Radiance Union when we first discovered them,” Odelea explained. “As such, the designs for certain things such as airlocks and transport ships are nearly identical.”

      “Too much talking,” said Jazz.
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* * *

      Phylarlie and Lettielia engaged in a long stare down. Both were sweating profusely, both were breathing hard, and both were unable to kill each other.

      “My, my, little one,” said Lettielia. “You have grown strong.”

      Phylarlie flashed toward her via a jump-port, lunging both her daggers toward Lettielia’s neck. This triggered Lettielia to move back to avoid the attack. Before Phylarlie could retract her arms to attack again, Lettielia shot forward and firmly grabbed Phylarlie’s arms. Rather than attacking, Lettielia pulled Phylarlie forward almost as if they were embracing.

      “So beautiful, so aggressive, so full of energy…” Lettielia said in a sultry voice. “It’s a shame we’re fighting. I’d love to copulate with someone like you.”

      Mind games. She must be getting desperate for an edge in this fight, Phylarlie thought as she jump-ported back down the corridor.

      “But sadly, Nodevar is my mate,” Lettielia said. “Not that such a thing matters for a Taxah woman like yourself.” Lettielia vanished and reappeared behind Phylarlie, Her tongue slid across the side of Phylarlie’s neck while her left hand caressed her navel.“If we both survive this, contact me,” Lettielia whispered. “I can make your legs tremble with pleasure in ways you never thought possible.”

      That last act caught Phylarlie off guard. Rather than jump-porting away, her mind drifted. One side of Phylarlie’s abs felt heat radiating from Lettielia’s dagger. It slowly became more and more intense as it got closer. Right, mind games.

      Phylarlie blue-flashed backward, away from Lettielia’s grip, only to be engulfed in flames—an incineratery disk had activated. Lettielia released devious laughter at the sight of Phylarlie flailing her arms aimlessly in zero gravity in an attempt to put out the flames.

      Another set of flames appeared from down the corridor. Nodevar’s burning body slammed against the wall, his arms and legs covered in small flames. Whigli was establishing dominance in their fight. Lettielia panicked, making two jump-ports—one toward Nodevar, a second toward the connecting corridor he had come from. She was after Whigli.

      Nodevar’s body blinked a short distance away with a jump-port. As he rematerialized, Phylarlie immediately noticed his flames were gone, removed by his jump-port. Not a bad idea—she did the same, then waited for the medical systems to attend to her burns. Nodevar wasn’t moving much. Taking on a psionic such as Whigli clearly brought extreme levels of pain to him, all things considered, Nodevar was lucky to be alive at this point.
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* * *

      Jazz floated through the airlock, entering the Voidwrath. He extended the rifle in front of him as he assessed the situation in the connecting hallway—all clear. However, he heard fighting and yelling coming from the other end of the ship. Shit is going down.

      A Hashmedaian pilot entered the hallway, floating toward him in a state of panic and terror. The pilot stopped and spoke to Jazz in a language he didn’t understand. He was trying to explain something to him, but what? Jazz clearly looked like a Linl ranger to him, so shouldn’t he be trying to fight instead? Not that it mattered, as the Hashmedai was swiftly sliced in half from head to crotch by Zhinbryo’s massive plasma sword.

      “Zinzin, my man, good to see you!” Jazz cheered.

      Zhinbryo spoke aggressively in his language to Jazz while pointing his sword at him. Jazz’s guess was that he viewed him as a Linl. This could get awkward. Onatiasha floated in afterward, also gazing at Jazz. Suddenly, her tractor beam dragged him into her grip. As she lifted her sword into the air, Jazz said, “Onatiasha, it’s me—Jazz!”

      She stopped, puzzled. “Jazz is dead, and you clearly are armed with Radiance equipment…Linl.”

      “Yet I clearly look and sound like Jazz, and know who you are.” He looked up at her sword, still in the air but not moving. “And you haven’t killed me yet, so I’m gonna say you’re having second thoughts on cutting me in half.”

      “Um, you OK, Jake?” asked Jason. He peeked out through the airlock to assess the current situation.

      “And that fool back there is my ex-wife’s current husband,” Jazz continued. “There’s also dead Union bodies onboard that ship, and you can rest assured that rumors of my demise are greatly exaggerated.”

      “Shut up, Jazz,” Onatiasha said, releasing him to float freely as she holstered her sword. “We saw you on the ground shot to death. Wasn’t sure if this was some Radiance trickery, or you’re just one clever person.”

      “Heaven didn’t want me,” Jazz said. “Hell’s afraid I’d take over, so y’all mothafuckers are stuck with me.”
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* * *

      Nodevar turned out to be quite the challenge for Whigli. The fight from the infirmary all the way down to the corridor resulted in Whigli’s psionic shield failing. Nodevar floated in stillness one second too long, allowing him to get knocked back with a telekinetic push and grazed by a small white fireball. It angered Lettielia enough that she turned away from Phylarlie to make two jump-ports to appear behind Whigli. No armor, no weapon, and no psionic strength left, Whigli was defenseless, even more so after Lettielia’s stun disk put him out.

      Lettielia pulled Whigli’s head back, fully exposing his neck as her dagger aggressively went in for the kill. Nodevar, injured, looked on with a grin that quickly turned to a grimace.

      Phylarlie came into sight behind Lettielia, and Lettielia’s body launched forward, covered in flames and hurling toward Nodevar. She impacted the wall in the same manner Nodevar had earlier. Phylarlie appeared above Lettielia, spinning her weightless body around to face her and then passionately locked lips with her. Phylarlie probed the inside of her mouth with her tongue as her dagger thrust forward to probe the inside of Lettielia’s stomach.

      Nodevar’s screams echoed throughout the ship. He went for his daggers as he leaped onto Phylarlie. He lost his grip on the daggers when he was knocked back. Working quickly, he slipped and activated one stun disk on Phylarlie, grabbed onto the lifeless body of Lettielia dematerializing, and sent blue light toward the airlock. Whigli took notice of Nodevar’s actions, having regained full control of his body from the stunned state.

      Whigli floated inside the transport ship seconds before the doors swung shut to allow the transport to take flight. Nodevar sat in the cockpit, piloting the transport away from the Voidwrath. Lettielia’s body floated in the back with red orbs of blood escaping her burned stab wound. The stun from earlier gave Whigli’s psionic strength the chance to recover slightly, but it wasn’t enough for him to merge his mind with the transport’s systems. He cracked his fists, and his claws sprung out. Going have to do this the old-fashioned way.

      The two wrestled, fighting for dominance in the cockpit. The transport accelerated quickly toward the human world as their bodies landed on the flight controls. Neither cared about the state of the craft as they punched, kicked, and slashed flesh away with their razor-sharp claws. The fighting along the controls eventually put the transport into an uncontrollable downward spiral as the invisible hands of gravity gripped onto it.

      The two crashed to the floor as gravity became a reality once again. Whigli rose to his feet to see Nodevar’s head with a bleeding gash, suggesting he had hit it hard when he fell. The planet’s surface came in and out of view from the window. The ship was crashing, and full shields wouldn’t be enough to save them from a fall that high.

      Whigli took a seat, interacting with the flight controls with his shaking hands. Piloting a transport was one thing, but making it recover from a spiral was a daunting task, one best suited for trained and experienced pilots, which Whigli was not.

      Nodevar’s arms wrapped around Whigli’s neck and head, cutting off his breathing. Something needed to done—a teleport, anything. His psionic mind processed the available options. Teleport back to the Voidwrath? It was too far away with the limited strength he had. What’s close? A human city was getting closer as every second passed. Blue light flooded the cockpit, and Whigli vanished. Nodevar remained.
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* * *

      “There he is!” said Hannah, pointing. “I told ya he’d come here.”

      Rina walked farther into the alley where Hannah stood pointing. A shirtless Hashmedai man with purple hair fell to the ground, his body bruised and bleeding, as if a wild animal had attacked him.

      “Oh my God. Hannah, watch out!” said Rina in a panicked voice.

      “Don’t worry, Destiny. Whigli is a nice man,” said Hannah. “He’s going to help us. We just need to help him first.”
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* * *

      Jazz floated, watching as Onatiasha and Zhinbryo frantically monitored the situation outside in regard to the transport ship. Zhinbryo sat in the main pilot’s seat, while Onatiasha interacted with a terminal on the wall.

      Phylarlie floated in the cockpit, misery in her eyes. “We’re clear. The ship is ours,” said Phylarlie. Onatiasha translated Phylarlie’s findings to Zhinbryo.

      Jason approached Jazz and asked, “What about Odelea?”

      “She took off after you came up,” said Jazz. “Guess my story about Onatiasha really terrorized her.”

      “I can’t find it,” Onatiasha concluded. “It must have recovered and docked at full speed, as there are no signs or reports of a crash. We need to push on without him. We’re running out of time.”

      “How do we get onboard now that we don’t have a psionic?” asked Jazz.

      “The crew never got the chance to send out a distress signal, so the fleet still thinks we’re friendly,” Onatiasha explained. “We’ll dock with the command ship and do a quick sweep from the bridge to the engine room. As massive as the ship is, there’s very little space for the crew, so it shouldn’t take very long.”

      “And if we’re compromised, then what?” asked Jazz. “Fight our way back to the airlock?”

      “Just send me,” Phylarlie volunteered. “You said it’s small, right? I can enter in stealth. If I find something, you can head out to join me.” Onatiasha smiled upon hearing Phylarlie suggest this.

      Jazz added, “Given the fact that our team has gotten smaller, I say that’s the best choice.”

      “Very well,” said Onatiasha. She looked to Phylarlie. “Get yourself ready then, assassin. We’re counting on you.”
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* * *

      Chloe’s eyes opened wide at the sight of the Hashmedai command ship, which hovered in high orbit above the North Pole. In fact, all the human occupants on board the captured Hashmedai corvette were wide-eyed, especially as they entered the main hangar doors. The view from the cockpit window displayed a colossal sight of engineering no human had ever laid eyes on before.

      Dozens of Hashmedaian battleships were all perfectly lined up, held in place by blue beams of light along the interior walls. As they ventured farther inside, they saw many more transport ships docking or departing from the parked ships.

      The sight was stunning enough to take their minds off the fact that it was so damn cold within the confines of this ship. It wasn’t enough however to take her mind off the fact that Gavin said he’ll be fine one moment then lose his shit upon seeing Chidorli the next. Yeah, she was responsible for his wife’s death, but still they had a mission to finish, and the male Hashmedai that was with her was surrendering, offering himself to take the hit. Now this young alien woman lies here, with no control over her body, slowly dying. Chloe didn’t know if she should feel sorry for her, or satisfied she got what was coming to her...or worried that if Gavin losses it again, it may cost them this much needed victory to save the human race.

      “Sweet Jesus,” muttered Chris. “Wonder how much it would cost to build and maintain something like this?”

      “The Hashmedai do not have a currency system,” Gengei said. “Most people are born, educated, and trained in a predefined profession, which they have to work in for little or no reward.”

      “So what you’re saying is the Hashmedai are a race of commies,” said Gavin. “I’m OK with blowing this thing to hell.”

      Gengei examined new data, which displayed on the screen, regarding the brainjack device. “Tractor beam is locked on. Get ready, everyone.”

      Chloe, Sarah, Chris, and Gavin floated their way toward the still psionic as Xyniea pulled Kroshka over to them. Gengei’s fingers fiddled with the device for a few seconds more. His face grew frustrated—something was up.

      “Is there a problem?” Chloe asked.

      “Indeed,” Gengei said, disappointment in his voice. “It is the mind shield for the command ship—it is blocking this psionic from teleporting us in.”

      “Fuck! No way we came all this way to be stopped by this,” said Chloe.

      “Mind shields have two layers of security,” Gengei explained to the group. “The first layer scans the target to ensure the psionic is of the right race, in this case Hashmedai. The second layer checks to see if the person is authorized to interact.”

      “Let me guess—she isn’t authorized,” said Chloe.

      “No, and normally this isn’t an issue, as the brainjack can hack that last layer anyway,” said Gengei.

      Xyniea interrupted, speaking to Gengei in their language.

      “It’s an upgraded mind shield, according to Xyniea,” Gengei said. “Newer Hashmedai ships have them installed to prevent us from doing this.”

      “Now what?” Sarah asked.

      Gengei pointed to a large object outside the cockpit window. “That tower in the middle—there’s an elevator heading to the bridge. We’ll have to perform a space walk to gain access.”

       

      Eight bodies wearing Hashmedaian spacesuits leaped out of the airlock into the open interior environment of the command ship. Kroshka and Chidorli were the only two without weapons, as they were pulled across the expansive space by their captors. Chloe looked down briefly before gazing forward to the tower. It was a long way down, and the sight of it nearly gave her vertigo. Chloe turned around to see another lone Hashmedaian ship enter to dock with the command ship.

      Powerful jets mounted to the backs of the suits propelled everyone toward the tower. The humans on the team had a few issues with getting their suits to work right at first, since Gengei had given them an exceptionally quick explanation on how they operated. The view of the bottom section of the tower became larger as they got close. Airlock doors were lined up all along the sides of it. Gengei took point and led the rest to the selected airlock as he interacted with the brainjack device. The door slowly turned and slid open.
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* * *

      Jazz saw Onatiasha point her finger out the cockpit’s window. They had been looking for signs of the human and Radiance team ever since the Voidwrath was piloted into the command ship.

      “There,” Onatiasha said. “That has to be them.”

      Jazz looked out the window at eight people in space suits approaching the central shaft of the command ship. Some of them held Earth-based weapons in their hands, one of them directly looked back at the Voidwrath. “I take it people don’t typically do that,” Jazz said.

      “If you need to board the central areas of the command ship, you have your psionic teleport you or summon a transport,” Onatiasha explained. She floated toward the entrance of the cockpit where Phylarlie was. “Suit up, assassin.” Phylarlie sighed.

      “Oh, shit.” Jazz said.

      “You, too, Jazz,” said Onatiasha. “You and I will be on standby while Phylarlie scouts out ahead.”

      Jazz spun to face Zhinbryo. “Guess he ain’t coming?”

      “He’s still injured. Bringing him onboard to help us fight was risky as is,” said Onatiasha. “Besides, if we need to leave in a rush, I’d rather he be here at the helm, ready to take off.”
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* * *

      Chloe looked through the window of the elevator as it rose up toward the bridge of the command ship. It was a tight squeeze as all eight of them floated inside of it. Looking up revealed the top of the command ship; it was getting closer at an impressive speed.

      “We are almost there,” said Gengei.

      “Get ready!” Chloe removed the safety from her rifle.

      Xyniea moved Kroshka’s helmet and space suit, and then pushed her to the front of the door, whispering something to her in a strange language.

      The sight of the command ship’s interior vanished from the windows, replacing it with the imagery of metal bulkheads and then later the bridge and its unsuspecting Hashmedai crew floating about in front of their workstations. The doors swung open to gunfire from Chloe, Sarah, Chris, and Gavin. Like fish in a barrel, Chloe thought as dozens of Hashmedaian bridge officers launched forward from the deadly force of their bullet rampage. Blood, body parts, and shell casings quickly filled the zero-g room.

      Jerut hid behind his chair during the massacre. Chloe thought, His time is coming. She saw him shoot a smile toward Xyniea, who in turn smiled back and dragged Kroshka down a nearby hallway. Were they signaling to each other? Chloe now realized Xyniea hadn’t fire a single shot, and running away with their hostage wasn’t part of the plan. Chloe held her fire, choosing to pursue Xyniea instead.

      Chris noticed from the corner of his eye that Chloe, Xyniea, and Kroshka were gone. As amusing as it was to slaughter Hashmedai for once, the three vanishing like that brought a certain level of concern to his mind.“Yo, where did your sister go?” Chris asked Sarah.

      Sarah turned to notice the missing three as well. “Shit, Chloe, where are you?”

      They all floated off the elevator to check for survivors. A secondary elevator door opened, and Gavin raced over to examine it. No one was in sight whatsoever.

      Chris faced Gengei and asked, “How do we use the comm system on these? Chloe and Xyniea are missing along with Kroshka.”

      While peering over the information on the brainjack, Gengei said, “As I recall, you need to—”

      The blade of an assassin sliced the brainjack in half, and a second slash severed Gengei’s right arm as he yelped in agonizing pain. Chris froze in shock and then snapped out of it when he realized two things—this was the same Hashmedai assassin he had encountered before, and he, Sarah, and Gavin were next as the assassin’s red-orange eyes locked on them.

      Before the trio could get a shot off, blue light streaked across the bridge. Sarah and Gavin tried to follow it, but it was too fast. Soon there was no target insight. Chris was all too familiar with this scenario. “Keep firing!” he yelled. “She’s in here somewhere!”

      Random bullets sprayed across the bridge, none connecting with anyone. Gavin floated toward Gengei to check on him, avoiding being splashed by the orbs of blood roaring out from where his amputated arm once was.

      “I’m fine,” Gengei said. “Disable the mind shield, quickly.”

      “How do we do that?” Gavin asked.

      “Captain’s chair, holographic interface,” Gengei said. “There should be a picture of a purple brain on it. Simply hit it until it turns gray.”

      “She’s invisible but not invincible. We’ll tag this assassin,” said Chris.

      “You’ve fought her before?” asked Sarah.

      “She wiped out my team,” said Chris. “You tag her, and I’ll buy you dinner.”

      “You like Italian?” she asked.

      Chris smiled. “I love it.”

      “Back off, Chambers. This bitch is mine!” Sarah said, laughing. Blue light flashed from behind them. It came from the corridor leading to the rest of the ship. “Follow me. I think I see her.”
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      “Guess we should have just went up together after all,” said Jazz as the command ship’s tower elevator rose up to the bridge.

      Bulkheads covered the view from the elevator’s window. Onatiasha stepped in front of the door with her shield powered up. Jazz stood behind her, a magnetic rifle in hand.

      “Get ready,” she said.

      “I’m starting to miss that Radiance suit already,” Jazz said, examining his spacesuit.

      “You’re not the only one who misses armor. However this suit still does provide a small level of protection from small arms.”

      The elevator opened, and Onatiasha pushed through with her shield in front. Short gunshots could be heard as Jazz exited. Those shots turned into larger bursts as Onatiasha came into view. Someone with an Earth-based weapon, wearing a Hashmedai spacesuit, shot at Onatiasha. Another with a missing arm floated helplessly in the corner, followed by one more floating lifelessly next to him. Upon a closer look, Jazz saw green hair float through the glass visor of the space suit helmet—this was Chidorli.

      He pointed at her. “That’s Chidorli over there!”

      Onatiasha’s gaze followed his finger as she floated forward, forcing Gavin to back up and take over behind computer stations. Chidorli’s body launched toward Jazz’s arms via Onatiasha’s tractor beam. “Now we just need Kroshka!” said Onatiasha. “Phylarlie reports she’s down the corridor behind us, and she’s being chased.”

      As Jazz held onto Chidorli’s idle body, a voice called out to him, “In order for one to live, another must be sacrificed.” It was the same mysterious female voice from the Radiance lab.

      Chidorli’s body once again moved with life after the voice spoke. She floated toward the corridor, her left arm and legs limp and twitching. The brainjack device had messed her up pretty badly. Onatiasha took notice and yelled in the Hashmedaian language, then spoke in English. “We need to get her back! Too much brain activity will kill her.”

      “Ah, fuck!” exclaimed Jazz. “I’m going. Keep this fucker busy!”
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* * *

      Multiple projectile shots raged past Phylarlie as she floated down a corridor toward the command ship’s galley. Not being in a space suit put Phylarlie at a slight disadvantage. There were no jets to propel her through the weightlessness of the ship—unlike Sarah and Chris behind her, who were gaining fast. Her cloaking device would not hide her and the space suit at the same time, so she’d removed the suit after entering the elevator. Adding to her troubles, her battery pack was at medium power, so she briefly powered down her daggers to conserve power. Keeping jump-ports to a minimum wasn’t a bad idea, either.

      She vanished into invisibility shortly after entering the galley. The two human pursuers floated in, firing off random shots and hoping to hit her by chance. Sarah pushed away from her partner, while Phylarlie covertly floated behind her with a stun disk primed—her last one.

      The woman’s body went limp when Phylarlie kicked her to the wall. “I’m saving her for last!” Phylarlie shouted to Chris as she reemerged behind him out of blue light. Rapid strikes with her daggers impacted his back, and if she hadn’t been conserving power he’d be dead now. The suit, while not body armor, was tough enough to take a few blows from the assault. He quickly spun to face her, and she reacted by grabbing a firm hold on his arm while projectile fire from his weapon propelled both of them backward.

      The impact of their bodies slamming into a table caused his weapon to spin aimlessly in the air. Phylarlie swam her way upward. As her opponent was unarmed and his partner down, now was the time for her to strike. Her daggers glowed once again as she used her feet to launch from the ceiling. She plummeted down toward him, her weapons extended.

      Seconds before her thrust was to land, a Hashmedai guardian shield activated. But how? Her dagger collided with it, and the shield slammed across her face, sending her spiraling.

      A jump-port brought stability to her movement while she fixed her eyes on the human. He floated to face her, his shield glowing bright. Sarah awoke from her stunned state shortly afterward, and she reached out to grab both projectile weapons as they floated past her.

      Shielded human, dual-weapon-wielding adversary and battery power conservation—this was not a fight Phylarlie was likely to win. Projectile fire rained across the galley toward her. The inescapable grip of a tractor beam plunged Phylarlie back toward the entrance. The speed at which she traveled caused her body to launch downward into the corridor. A series of flips got Phylarlie back to facing the threat before her. Onatiasha hovered with her glowing shield, repelling human projectiles—a delightful sight that took Phylarlie’s mind off the intense pain that ripped through her body. She smirked at Onatiasha’s unconquerable stance while holding onto her side as blood slowly floated out of her torso.
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* * *

      Gavin's body propelled forward to the central command seat via light thrusts from his suit's jets. As he approached his hand gripped onto the side of the chair arm, causing him to stop, spin and then later examine the computer interface on the side of the chair. Alien text, numbers and diagrams populated the screen, he couldn't make out any of it, nor did he see the 'brain' icon Gengei mentioned.

      “Gengei I don't see it.” Gavin shouted.

      “Do you see three grey color circles on the bottom of the interface?” Gengei asked.

      Gavin stared down as directed at and reported his findings. “Yeah, I see it.”

      “A blue coloured... square just above those... can you see it?” Gengei said, his voice was becoming softer as blood continued to gush and float away from his wound.

      “I see it,” reported Gavin.

      “Push it repeatedly until those grey circles turn red. You should... you should be able to access it then.” Gengei said.

      Gavin's fingers interacted with the interface as Gengei's instructed. The blue square illuminated as his finger hit it, causing one of the grey circles to turn red. His finger tapped the square twice more causing a small prompt window to load on the screen. Hashmedian text populated the window; it instigated Gavin’s face to grimace. Umm sure why not, Gavin thought, not knowing what any of the text said. His finger pushed an orange icon next the text. A new window loaded, displaying an icon with a purple color brain.

      Gavin quickly pushed the icon, the icon's color switched from purple to grey, informing the user that the command ship's mind barrier as been deactivated. “It's done!” shouted Gavin to Gengei.
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* * *

      Captain Gab Ueyei sat in his captain’s chair eagerly awaiting contact from Gengei aboard the Abyssal Explorer's main bridge. His yellow eyes lit up on seeing the sight of Gengei's face via a holographic projection. Finally, he thought.

      “Captain...” Gengei said. “The damping effect of the command ship’s mind barrier is disabled...”

      Ueyei noticed how rough and worn Gengei's face looked, in addition to the tone of his voice, their battle clearly didn't go according to plan.

      “You heard the commander.” Ueyei bellowed as the hologram vanished. “Helm set a course towards the Hashmedai command ship.”

      “Already on it sir.” reported Ensign Mil Grailea.

      “Raise shields, this might get rough.” Ueyei said, and then turned around to face his psionic bridge team. “Karklosea and Stolanei get ready to teleport over.”

      “We are ready to go once in range,” said Karklosea. “Dargonea will handle bridge functions.”

      The Abyssal Explorer accelerated forward passing the few remaining Hashmedai warships that remained outside of Earth's orbit. The Hashmedain ships quickly began to change course upon observing the Abyssal Explorer's new destination, the command ship. Plasma fire from the Hashmedai quickly began to rain towards the Abyssal Explorer; a few shots missed venturing into the vastness of space, while the rest rippled across the Abyssal Explorer’s shields.
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* * *

      Karklosea and Stolanei floated away from the blue light of teleportation, behind Gavin and Gengei's wounded body. Karklosea floated down towards Gengei, conjuring a psionic barrier around his severed open would as she spoke to him in the Radiance language. The two exchanged information back and forth and then explained something to Stolanei.

      “Karklosea will take him back.” Stolanei said to Gavin. “In the meantime, show me to your nuclear device. I need to know exactly where it is in order for my mind to reach it.”

      Well if you had tagged along from the start we could have avoided this... Gavin thought, and then said. “You're going to need a space suit for that. Back tracking is going to require a space walk.”

      “My shields will protect me,” said Stolanei.

      “Well then,” Gavin said as blue light swept Gengei and Karklosea away. “Follow me.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Xyniea floated inside the command ship’s engine room, Kroshka in tow. A massive blue glowing cylindrical object stood in the middle of the room. Around it was a transparent floor and several computer terminals. The section below it had the same layout, as did the one below that and the final one at the very bottom.

      Dead Hashmedai floated throughout the area and in the outside corridor leading to the bridge. Xyniea had viciously gunned down everyone she didn’t know—basically, the entire command ship crew.

      Xyniea was busy interacting with a computer, viewing the ship’s manifest, when another person entered the engine room. She turned, hoping it was Jerut. It wasn’t—it was that damn human female soldier Chloe, aiming her rifle right at Xyniea. She spoke in the human language and didn’t sound happy.

      “She wishes to know what you’re doing here with me,” Kroshka translated in the Hashmedaian language.

      “Tell her I no longer have a use for her,” Xyniea said, as Jerut entered behind Chloe, “and that she should watch her back.”

      Before Kroshka could finish translating, Jerut shot the human in the back with his plasma pistol. She fell forward, screaming, while Jerut kicked her weightless rifle away. “Xyniea, what is going on?” Jerut asked.

      “The humans have teamed with Radiance to plant a nuclear bomb on board the command ship,” said Xyniea. “I couldn’t find a good chance to warn you without being compromised, especially since I’m not familiar with accessing Hashmedaian comm systems.”

      “This is…troubling,” Jerut said.

      “Our objectives, however, are complete,” said Xyniea. The Abyssal Explorer will leave, along with the lab’s research and test subjects, and the Radiance fleet is coming to liberate the human world. There is no reason for us to stay here any longer, my lord.”

      Jerut paused and said, “The Voidwrath has my associates onboard.”

      “Yes,” Xyniea said. “I was looking at the manifest. It just docked recently. We need to board it quickly and leave this star system.”

      “Very well, then,” said Jerut. “I’ll summon a transport to meet us at the engineering airlock.”

      He turned to interact with a communication terminal. Suddenly, Xyniea remembered an important element. She raised Kroshka’s pendant up. “Have you seen this?”

      “Interesting” was all he had to say as he gazed directly at the orb.

      “She was wearing this the whole time,” said Xyniea. “According to her, the late emperor gave it to her as a gift. And she figured out how activate it—either that or someone did it for her.”

      “Empress Y’lin was known to have a lot of rare jewelry. I never paid much attention to it, however,” Jerut said. “When I return to the empire, I shall.”

      “This is going to be a major advantage for the Celestial Order, my lord.” There was happiness in Xyniea’s voice. “May the gods’ light shine upon us.”

      Jerut smiled. “May the gods’ light shine upon us all!” Suddenly, Jerut was launched forward, his head slamming against the railing next to Xyniea. Behind him stood Chidorli, the psionic Gengei had had under control. But Gengei was nowhere to be seen, and she was acting on her own. Xyniea’s rifle unloaded several rounds, each shot deflecting off the psionic’s shield. Chidorli's twitching hand reached forward, and her body became lifeless, floating in a stationary position.

      Xyniea grinned and said, “What were you hoping to accomplish?” At that, Xyniea was pushed back by a telekinetic throw. Her body weightless body twirled and crashed into the wall. Floating back to an upright position, she saw Kroshka hovering above her. Kroshka’s slave collar and bindings had been removed. Did that psionic remove it? She must have, Xyniea thought.

      “We had a deal, Kroshka. I was gonna let you go eventually.”

      Kroshka extended her arm, and Xyniea’s rifle moved through the air on its own. Kroshka then snapped her fingers, causing the rifle to take aim at Xyniea. “Let us make a new deal, Xyniea,” Kroshka said. “Don’t bleed, and I’ll let you live.”

      A furious storm of bullets shredded Xyniea, sending her bloody exit wound covered body to collide against the wall. Massive gobs of orbed blood orbited her corpse.

      Kroshka concluded, “You bleed.”

      She commanded the rifle to perform one last task—fire four bullets through Jerut’s unconscious head.
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* * *

      Jazz followed the path of dead bodies toward the engine room. Inside he saw Chidorli’s unmoving body at the door, a human soldier lying in the corner with a blackened burn mark on her back…and Kroshka floating peacefully in the air. She gazed at him with a warm smile, lowering her body to the floor. She didn’t even need to swim or push her way downward—she simply floated down effortlessly.

      “Jazz, you are alive,” she said.

      “Yeah, I think.”

      Jazz held Chidorli, who was unresponsive. Removing her helmet revealed no signs of facial activity, no pulse—she was gone.

      “Most psionics do not survive this long being brainjacked,” Kroshka said.

      “Save her!” Jazz pleaded. “Just like you saved me.”

      “I can’t. I can only prevent death, not undo it.”

      “Just try.”

      “She gave her life to free me. Had I been released earlier, maybe.” She looked down at her pendant. “Plus, its power seems to have dimmed quite a bit since I helped you. I hoped it would recover by now, but…”

      The human soldier removed her helmet. It was Chloe. “I’m fine, by the way. Thanks for asking.”

      Jazz still held Chidorli’s body with every intention of bringing her back to the Hashmedai Empire. “I lost a good friend in Afghanistan, and I moved on without giving a damn. So why do I give a damn about her?”

      Down below floated an ice sculpture she had made. It was a unicorn. Jazz couldn’t quite remember what had become of all the others she had made him, but this would be put someplace cold so he could hold onto it.

      “Damn it,” Onatiasha said, floating in to see Chidorli’s final state.

      “Jerut called for a transport to dock at the airlock,” said Kroshka. “We can use it to escape.”

      “Phylarlie, you still around?” asked Jazz.

      Phylarlie appeared next to him. “Yeah, yeah.”

      “What the hell were you doing?”

      “Don’t ask,” Phylarlie said, raising her blood-soaked arm. “There are still two humans close to this level.

      Onatiasha led them down one level toward the engine room airlock. The doors opened to the transport, revealing two Hashmedai pilots. Onatiasha put them both down instantly as she sat in the cockpit. Jazz placed Chidorli’s body in the back. He reached back to grab the frozen unicorn, but it wasn’t there. Must have dropped it on the way in, he thought, floating back out to look for it. “I’ll be back real quick,” he said.

       

      The red glow of Jerut's gem began to intensify. The thoughts within the orb inside of the gem started to reach out to the deceased Hashmedai commander. Xyneia and Jerut's sudden demise was... unexpected especially at the hands of Kroshka, a Hashmedai who also was touched by a gem. Yet she didn't serve the gods like Jerut did. Could she have been touched by the others? No it couldn't be those maidens. They were dealt with a great many cycles ago.

      “You have failed.” a voice called out to Jerut’s dormant mind. “We shall grant thee one last chance. Take our divine power. Smite the sinners. Our divine plans shall not be defied.”

      The weightless hands of Jerut began to twitch ever so slightly.
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* * *

      The bridge crew onboard the Abyssal Explorer rocked back and forth as the ship continued to feel the fury of the Hashmedai battle group converging on the their spot just outside of the command ship.

      “Captain, three Hashmedai destroyers are closing in on our position!” shouted Ary Koniea.

      “They need to hurry this up, we can't hold this spot forever!” said Ueyei.

      Karklosea's hologram manifested before Ueyei. “Captain, I have Gengei aboard, he's badly wounded,” her hologram spoke.

      “What about everyone else?” asked Ueyei.

      “Xyneia and the humans retreated further back inside the command ship,” explained Karklosea. “Stolanei is trying to get a fix on the nuclear device's location so he can activate it.”

      “Get back there quickly and retrieve them-” Another violent impact cut Ueyei off as sparks erupted from bridge computer terminals. The crew manning those stations launched their arms up to shield their faces. “The Hashmedai are slowly surrounding us!”

      “I could use Karklosea's assistance,” said Dargonea. “I can't keep the over shields up alone in these conditions.”

      “I'll return to the bridge,” said Karklosea. “Stolanei will have to get everyone out.”

      “Very well,” said Ueyei. “Shut down all none essential systems and plasma cannons transfer the extra power to the shields.” he ordered the crew. “No turning back now.” He grunted to himself.

      The Abyssal Explorer found its self surrounded by a dozen Hashmedai ships. All of them taking turns launching volley after volley of green plasma against is shields. In the distance, three Hashmedai destroyers that were pounding Earth now maintained a steady course to join in on the interstellar dog pile.
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* * *

      Jazz was sure the unicorn would be floating close to the entrance of the engine room. He saw Chloe slowly getting herself moving again. He didn’t like her, but she was down here getting shot up for a reason. Trying to free Chidorli and Kroshka? Maybe she’s not that bad of a person. Chloe grabbed her rifle as he got close with the intent to shoot. Come on, I’m trying to be nice and you still wanna fight? Jazz thought.

      Her aim pointed upward. He looked up as well. A glowing gem, much like the one Kroshka had around her neck, glowed red. Above it was Jerut with bullet holes through his head. The holes rapidly healed, and his eyelids to popped open.

      “What the fuck?” said Jazz, quickly floating toward the airlock. “Go, go, go!” he shouted to his Hashmedai friends.

      Both he and Chloe were tossed across the engine room like rag dolls.

      Chloe made sure to keep her rifle in her hand this time as she slammed into the wall along with Jazz. Jerut’s body glowed blue as he floated toward the two. Chloe’s rifle fired off multiple rounds, and every bullet ripped right through him, but every wound healed instantly. Jazz’s Radiance rifle fired, returning the same results.

      “Are you fucking serious?” she said, propelling away from him.

      White flames erupted from his chest as if it were a flamethrower.

      Jazz took a hint from Chloe and traversed behind her while continuing to fire. She said to him, “So as crazy as this might sound—”

      “We should work together as a team?” he said.

      “I know. Pretty fucked up, right?” She dodged a beam of hot plasma, which melted the wall. “I take that back—that was fucked up!”

      The duo used the propelling jets on their suits to float alongside the engine room walls, ensuring the reactor in the center was between them and Jerut. He didn’t move very fast, thus giving them an advantage. He did, however, jump-port in front of them. The two fired into his chest, riddling it with bullet holes. Jerut stopped to heal his wounds.

      The duo floated away from his line of sight. Chloe said, “Seems he can’t act when he’s healing up like that.”

      “I think that red thing is his power source,” said Jazz.

      Jazz fired three shots away from their target and toward the red glowing gem. Two shots hit it, cracking its surface. The third shot hit a protective shield. Just as the shield went up, Jerut finished healing and stared blankly at the two.
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* * *

      “You've got to be kidding me...” Gavin mumbled.

      Stolanei and Gavin looked out and down from the command ships main elevator as it descended down the central tower. Several Hashmedai transport ships docked at the air lock, the very same air locks Gavin and his friends had infiltrated earlier. Word must have gotten out amongst the parked ships within the command ship that the bridge has been compromised. He thought.

      “I count about five transports,” said Stolanei. “Each one probably has a least ten Hashmedai soldiers on board...”

      “All waiting for this elevator to come down and pick them up...” Gavin concluded.

      Stolanei's reptilian eyes glared at the glass elevator door as it continued its decent down towards certain death for the two. Even with a psionic, there’s no way Gavin and Stolanei could take on up to fifty angry Hashmedai soldiers, in close quarters combat at that. “We don't have time for this,” said Stolanei as his hands rested on the glass before them.

      “What are you doing?” asked Gavin.

      Stolanei's cybernetics along his shirtless body began to emit a soft white light. Suddenly the glass on sides of the elevator and its glass elevator shaft shattered into tiny fragments. The two were instantly blown out in the vacuum airless environment of the command ships interior docking area. The rush left Gavin slightly disorientated as his body spiralled out of control. It came to a full stop as the comforting grip of Stolanei's telekinetic held him in place. Gavin frantically looked about through the narrow view of his space helmet, looking for his captured Hashmedai ship.

      After a solid fifteen seconds of scanning the environment, he found it. The airlock was still open. Hopefully nobody climbed on board to search it, Gavin thought, as he extended his index finger towards it. Stolanei nodded his head, and the two began to float their bodies towards it.
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* * *

      “Stolanei has a lock on the human atomic device,” said Dargonea. “He's going start searching for the others now.”

      “Tell him to hurry, those destroyers are almost here!” Ueyei’ requested.

      Dargonea telepathically relayed Ueyei request to Stolanei. Seconds later she briefly removed her mind from Karklosea's link to process some personal thoughts. Hopefully this delay will provide adequate time for Xyniea and Jerut to escape... The fact that we’re under attack means he’s lost control of the situation. She partly merged her mind with Karklosea once more, assisting her in maintaining what little strength in the ships psionic over shield.
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* * *

      “I got an idea,” Chloe said, grabbing hold of Jazz. She spun them both around to face Jerut and unleashed all bullets from her weapon. The force from the shots propelled the duo backward at a faster rate as two plasma beams burst forward in the general direction of their previous location.“Let’s fuck him up again,” Chloe said, reloading her rifle. “The shield around the gem will probably drop, and then we hit it.”

      Jerut emerged from around the corner, and both Chloe and Jazz raised their rifles to fire again as their backs hit the wall. Their bullets shot forward, ripping holes throughout Jerut’s chest and head. Then their rifles flew from their grips via a telekinetic pull.

      “Shit!” both said in unison.

      Two other rifles fired from below. Chloe looked down. It was Sarah and Chris, taking shots at Jerut.

      “Sarah!” Chloe yelled, pointing to the gem. “Shoot that. Shoot it now!”

      The red floating gem was knocked around violently, pieces of it slowly chipping off with each bullet hit. That thing is fucking tough, Chloe thought. Finally it shattered, causing Jerut to scream in pain and hold his bullet-holed chest and face. This time his wounds weren’t healing.

      Jazz propelled his body toward his rifle and then back down toward a figure of a unicorn made of ice spinning aimlessly. Just like that, he was gone from sight. Chloe considered fleeing as well.

      “Please tell me you got that mind shield down,” Chloe said to her team below.
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* * *

      All alone, Jazz floated aboard the transport ship in a rush, exclaiming, “Get us the hell out of here!”

      “What’s the problem?” Onatiasha asked, engaging the transport’s systems.

      “Seriously? Didn’t you hear all that?” asked Jazz.

      “It’s an airlock. We can’t hear any sounds outside of it, when the doors are shut,” she replied.

      “Fuck it,” he said, taking a seat in the back. “Let’s just get out of here.”
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* * *

      “Shields down to six-teen percent!” yelled commander Ary Zorcei as the Abyssal Explorer took another serious blow.

      Neither Ueyei nor the rest of the bridge crew of the Abyssal Explorer took notice of the flash of light Stolanei emerged from, along with Chloe, Sarah, Chris, and Gavin. Smoke and chaos was the only thing Stolanei saw as the brave crew maintained what computer stations were will operational.

      “That’s everyone, sir!” Stolanei shouted to get Ueyei’s attention.

      Ueyei’s small body spun his chair to the side, taking in the sight he’s been waiting to see.  “Helm, get us out of here,” ordered Ueyei. “Create as much distance as you can from the command ship.”

      Stolanei began to close his eyes and entered a deep concentration; his mind was merging with the computer system with the nuclear device. At the same time, the Abyssal Explorer began a series of complex evasive and escape manoeuvres, flying up and around the small Hashmedai blockade, as ships from said blockade continued their relentless plasma fire towards the fleeing Radiance ship.

      Stolanei’s eyes opened. “It’s done.” he whispered.

      A bright blinding light flashed outside the main window on the bridge. Everyone shielded their eyes until it faded. The nuke had gone off. “Excellent work everyone.” Ueyei said letting lose a smile. “Now let’s head back to the human world to drop our friends off.”

      “Not recommended, sir, the remaining Hashmedai ships are in pursuit of us.” reported Zorcei examining data from his charred computer terminal. “With the current state of the shields, we won’t be able to take much more of this.”

      Ueyei folded his fingers together and grimaced. Had things been the other way around, he would most certainly want to be dropped off back to his home world to finish the fight. Not flee with a group of refugees, especially when you didn’t exactly agree to leave. “Then we have no other choice... set a course to Lejorania Sanctum.” He looked at the four humans as they extended their hands out towards Stolanei, some kind of thankful gesture he figured. “Our human friends will have to accompany us.”

      “Right away, sir.” said Grailea.

      Well, looks like Odelea has a new assignment, Ueyei thought.

       

      To the surprise of Chloe and quite possible all the humans, there was gravity. The bridge was full of activity as well as chatter none of the four humans understood. The energy of that joy and jubilation was something Chloe vowed to never forget. Only the blackness of space and its stars could be seen through the front window as the Abyssal Explorer wasted no time, maneuvering and flying away from the Hashmedai battle group behind it.

      “Um, excuse me,” said a familiar voice from behind Chloe. She turned to see Odelea standing with her hands folded together.

      “Long time no see,” said Chloe.

      “I’ve been assigned to help you out for the next few days before we all enter cryo,” Odelea said.

      “Wait…what?” said Gavin.

      “The journey to Lejorania Sanctum will take approximately eight and a half years,” Odelea said. “We will need to stay in cryo until then.”

      “I thought they were gonna drop us off back at Earth,” said Gavin. “We still need to take the fight to the remaining Hashmedai.”

      “I’m being told by the captain the remaining Hashmedai ships have us targeted,” Odelea said. “It’s not safe for this ship to remain here.”

      “I think us coming along might be for the best,” said Chris. “God knows how many refugees are on board, heading to an alien world. Someone’s gotta watch out for them…or at least train others to do so.”

      “Debate all you want about this,” said Sarah, removing her helmet. “I’m fucking starving.”

      “I will show you to the galley, then,” Odelea offered.
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* * *

      Jazz entered the infirmary onboard the Voidwrath. It was the one area he didn’t check during his search for Jason. As the process of elimination played out, Jason was right there staring at the wall—a much better sight than the doctor still floating with his head split open.

      “There you are,” Jazz said. “Been lookin’ all over for you.”

      “Damn, Jake, are they for real?” Jason asked. “Twenty fucking years?”

      “Twenty-one to be exact. But yeah, to my understanding these ships travel around half the speed of light,” Jazz said. “We’re heading to Epsilon Eridani, or as the Hashmedai call it, Cerbillon.”

      “We should have gone with you all along,” Jason said. “Alisha and Hannah could have been right here with me.”

      “It’s not your fault, man,” Jazz said. “If anything, it’s mine. I came back to pick you all up, only to see Radiance kidnap you.”

      “Jake.” Jason faced Jazz with his eyes closed. “Listen, they didn’t kidnap us. I convinced Alisha to change her mind and stick with our original plan. We asked Radiance to escort us to the hospital.”

      That explained why Jason randomly climbed aboard the last Radiance transport leaving Earth. Jazz had assumed it was because he had given up hope. Jazz’s near-death experience, Kroshka’s kidnapping, Chidorli dying from a brainjack, Alisha and Hannah gone…had Jason kept his mouth shut and not convinced Alisha to change her mind, all of that could have been prevented.

      “I need a drink,” Jazz said.

      “So do I, man.”

      “They got a small bar here,” Jazz said. “I’ll show it to you.”

      Jazz and Jason floated toward a doorway down the corridor. Burn marks and blood floated in the air—remnants from the fighting Phylarlie, Whigli, and those two assassins had taken part in.

      “After you,” Jazz said, opening the door.

      Jason floated through, but Jazz remained where he was and then interacted with the door controls. The door slid shut, and Jason realized he was looking at…space. In a panic, Jason banged on the door, demanding Jazz to open it.

      Jazz activated the intercom and spoke. “Your first mistake was thinking a ship like this has a bar. Surprise—you’re in the airlock.”

      “Jake, this isn’t funny anymore,” Jason said.

      “Your second mistake was telling Alisha not to listen to me. Your third mistake was revealing that shit to me.”Jazz pushed a button that trigged an alarm inside of the airlock. Jason, now covered in sweat from head to toe, slammed his fist on the window of the door.

      “I’m sorry!” Jason yelled. “It was a mistake. I didn’t know all this would happen!”

      Another button was pushed, unlocking the door directly behind Jason.

      “Help! Somebody, help me! Help me, help me!” screamed a terrified Jason. “Look, Alisha will never forgive you for this!”

      “You’re assuming she’s gonna find out.” The door leading to space opened, and like a vacuum cleaner sucking up dirt, Jason was blown out into the void of space in a matter of seconds, his sweat crystallized into tiny ice particles instantly. “Try not to scream. Ain’t nobody gonna hear ya.”

      He interacted with the terminal once more, shutting the door and returning the airlock to a normal state. He then said, “So how long are you gonna stay there?”

      Phylarlie appeared with a pleased look on her face. “How did you know I was here?” she asked.

      “Because you slapped my ass.”

      She laughed, playing with her floating hair. “I like how you took care of him. You know you’d make an impressive assassin.”

      “Too bad humans don’t have psionics,” he said.

      She floated away toward the bridge through the darkened corridor, and Jazz stood back to watch her leave.

      “Stop staring at my ass,” she said.

      “Stop presenting it so nicely then.”

      She flashed a sultry smile at him along with her captivating glowing red-orange eyes.
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* * *

      “So now what?” asked Jazz as he and his Hashmedai friends floated within the Voidwrath’s cockpit.

      “Jerut, his secret order, Akeia’s assassination, human experiments—the list goes on,” said Onatiasha.

      “We say nothing,” said Kroshka. “There is a human saying—all the world is a stage, and the men and women are actors. Well, the galaxy is not any different. We have our roles to play in this. Let us play the part of people who do not truly know what happened.”

      “They do have the Assassins’ Guild on their side,” Phylarlie said.

      “If we speak the truth, there is a good chance assassin blades will find their ways into our backs,” Kroshka added. “For now, let us keep silent while seeking out those who are reasonable.”

      “A smart move,” said the strange female voice to Jazz. He looked at the rest of his Hashmedai friends, none of them showed signs they heard a voice. “You are an interesting one, we will keep in touch.”

      I must be trippin' Jazz thought.
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* * *

      Chloe’s face formed a small grin as the doctors tending to the plasma burns on her back floated away. Whatever the hell they did with their devices, it worked. The stinging and burning sensation across her back faded. They were the same doctors that removed the device from her head earlier and she was possibly floating in the very same infirmary aboard the Abyssal Explorer. Gengei rested upon a flat operation table of some sort as a group of doctors swam around him to treat his wounds. Chloe had hoped that they would have been done with Gengei by now; she had a few questions that needed to be answered.

      Xyniea may be dead, but her running off with Kroshka without saying anything was cause for concern. Never mind the fact that Xyniea offered no warning that Chloe was about to be shot from behind. Then had what seemed to be a friendly conversation with a Hashmedai commander. A Hashmedai who later took a multiple bullets through the face, came back as some kind of fucked up self healing psionic zombie, with a link to a red glowing gem.

      A gem that looked a lot like the one Kroshka had around her neck.

      A gem that looked a lot like the one Gavin’s dead wife Anna, gave to Chloe.

      The very same gem she passed onto Gavin, as per Anna’s final request in life.

      Stolanei was wrong about Amanda being the last of these Radiance heretics. Very wrong, Chloe thought. And it was this thought that made her feel extremely troubled. More so than the Hashmedai threat. Hashmedai don’t pretend to be your allies.
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* * *

      Odelea entered her lab onboard the Abyssal Explorer. Her work all remained exactly how she had left it prior to leaving to…her arms crossed as she struggled to remember why she had left this area before being summoned by the captain and general.

      A data pad—one Telinei had given her just before that human Jake arrived—beeped to indicate an incoming message. Her finger interacted with the screen. “Speak,” she said.

      “Telinei? We’ve been trying to get a hold of you,” a voice communicated to her.

      “Telinei is dead,” said Odelea.

      “Unfortunate…with whom am I speaking?”

      She paused briefly before revealing, “His replacement.”
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      The remaining Hashmedai forces became splintered following the destruction of the command ship. Some ships fled, following behind the Voidwrath as it traveled to the nearest Hashmedai space bridge. Some chose to keep fighting, while the rest surrendered. The humans who were left behind on Earth slowly began the painful process of rebuilding, reorganizing, and combating the Hashmedai who stayed behind. The Hashmedai who had now surrendered were forced to live underground, as angry humans would have executed them. Human Justice 101: blood for blood.

      Eight years following the attack on Earth, the Radiance fleet from Lejorania, better known to humans as Alpha Centauri, arrived to defeat the remaining Hashmedaian forces and provide assistance in the rebuilding of Earth and human society. The United Nations of Earth was formed a year later—one global government with an elected president. The countries that used to make up the world became states, each with an elected minister to oversee matters. The human race at last achieved world peace, and all it took was an alien invasion. It was a golden age for technology as well. Not only did humanity reverse-engineer Hashmedai tech, but the Radiance Union brought their own to share with the people of Earth, along with scientists and engineers to help spread knowledge.

      Around the same time the Radiance Union fleet arrived on Earth, the Abyssal Explorer entered orbit around Lejorania Sanctum. Human refugees were deposited on the planet to begin anew. Many of the Radiance races living on Lejorania Sanctum took the time to learn as many human languages as they could. Having Javnis greeting the first humans to arrive in an Earth-based language brought tears of joy to the eyes of many.

      Tears of sadness were brought to Alisha as she found herself alone, with neither husband nor daughter seen stepping off the transport ships. It took awhile, but in time she learned to let go and became a scientist working with the Radiance Union. Chloe, Sarah, Chris, and Gavin found themselves as the most combat-experienced humans in deep space. There was still fear that the Hashmedai might launch a counterattack, and humans now living on two worlds meant both needed to be on alert. An organization known as the Extrasolar Defense Force (EDF) was formed. The plan was to be a human-led military force to defend all humans living outside Earth's solar system. The Radiance Union were glad to assist and provide technology to help them develop it.

      Hilemei was removed from cryo once a team of doctors was selected to treat his injuries. Nodevar’s blade, however, prevented the procedure from going forward, since it had removed Hilemei’s head from his body.

      Back on Earth, surviving Hashmedai found themselves with no rights to anything. If they weren’t lynched in the streets, they were forced to live in poverty. Meanwhile, Earth’s human population and slowly growing Radiance Union demographic lived in a high-tech, stress-free world. As time went on, Earth-born Hashmedai children struggled to be accepted in the world. Since they were Earth-born, a few institutions did allow them to attend school, but the Radiance Union disagreed with this practice.

      Humanity, fearing that the Radiance Union would cut ties with Earth, encouraged people to let Hashmedai take care of themselves. Those who repeatedly aided the Hashmedai were punished. Underground resistance forces were formed across the world to defy the UNE’s and Radiance Union’s choice to turn their backs on the Hashmedai, especially those born on Earth.

      Earth’s military expansion became a hot topic as well. The new tech brought to humans resulted in Earth’s first starships being built. Colonies shortly afterward were constructed on Mars and the moons of Jupiter and Saturn. Dozens of space stations were built in the asteroid belt and in orbit around other planets across the solar system.

      All Earth battleships and fighters were equipped with nuclear weapons. After the invasion, people were OK with the idea of nuclear weapons being built and advanced. There was no need for the president to order a nuclear strike. If a Hashmedaian ship were to pose a threat, the captains of those ships had full power to launch nukes. The new-world nukes had lockout devices to render the warheads useless if aimed at human interests. There was no other country to go to war with, however. The Hashmedai provided the only major threat.

      Twenty-one years after the invasion of Earth, the Voidwrath entered the Cerbillon system or Epsilon Eridani as known by humans. A space bridge then teleported them to Paryo, the capital of the Hashmedai Empire. Empress Y’lin was ecstatic to hear the unexpected news that her daughter Kroshka was alive. She wasn’t pleased, however, to see Jake, a human. Kroshka came to his defense, claiming he was Earth’s greatest warrior who had protected her from start to finish. Her advisers went on to explain that not all humans were a threat and that a counterattack against Earth was unwise.

      Information regarding the Celestial Order was omitted out of fear that more associates could be lurking in the shadows. Taking down this group would require Jake and his friends to play it smart and be discreet. Besides, revealing that another group was aware of the existence of the gems was news that would have made Kroshka’s mother…very upset.
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* * *

      Noylarlie and Parcisei awoke from their long cryo slumber onboard the Crimson Arrow. Noylarlie connected her mind with the ship’s system. Before traveling through the space bridge, she accessed the Hashmedai knowledge network. Twenty-eight years had passed, and she was curious to know what happened during that time.

      She discovered that over twenty years ago, the command ship was destroyed in orbit around Earth. What is Earth? Her psionics ran a database search within the network. She learned that Earth was the home world of humans. They were close allies of the Radiance Union, and their planet was ruled by a power called the United Nations of Earth. That primitive race isn’t so primitive anymore. More searches revealed that Akeia was killed by humans, which triggered a war between the Hashmedai Empire and Earth.

      Noylarlie’s fist slammed against the wall repeatedly in a fit of psychotic rage. Her outburst caught the attention of Parcisei.

      “Are you OK?” Parcisei asked.

      “No,” she replied.

      She continued to sift through the information. Chidorli was listed as a casualty. Even Whigli somehow made a brief appearance there. Jerut never did speak much about his plans for him, and now she knew. Whigli’s current status was “missing and presumed dead.” She had read enough and propelled her body toward the cockpit. Parcisei followed behind, taking his usual backseat.

      “Why do I get the feeling there’s been a sudden and inevitable change of plans?” Parcisei said.

      “There has indeed been a change of plans,” Noylarlie said. “We’re going to Earth, the human home world.”

      “Do humans have vegans within their society by chance?” Noylarlie shot back a stern look. “What? I’m Aryile. We are a herbivore species, my friend!”
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* * *

      Vancouver

      An Aryile man sat on a chair, his hands and legs tied up, while the home invaders overturned his furniture and belongings. His house was located in a peaceful suburb in the heart of Vancouver. Tetsuya Ishihara, a man wearing a black shirt and pants launched a flurry of punches across the Aryile’s face.

      “You come to our world teaching about your gods, trying to get people to give up their beliefs, all because you can’t accept the fact that someone might have a different religion than you!” said Tetsuya.

      “Please don’t kill me!” the Aryile begged. “We’re just missionaries.”

      “You’re forcing the oppression of innocent Hashmedai on this world!” Tetsuya said. “But don’t worry—I’m not going to kill you.”

      Tetsuya turned to a woman in her early forties with long red hair and wearing a black skirt with black top. She held a razor-sharp katana. Below her was an Aryile female who was on her knees, tied up, blindfolded, and gagged. It was the Aryile man’s wife.

      “Destiny, kill her,” the man in black ordered.

      The Aryile man screamed and begged for mercy as Tetsuya held the Aryile’s head toward his wife, forcing his eyes to stay open with his fingers.

      “With pleasure,” said Destiny as she stood toward the left side of the Aryile woman. Her hands raised the blade up as she chanted, “Manltanco-lota Poutio-Imaliv!”

      The blade came down—a clean cut. The carpet? Not so clean. The Aryile man was then pushed onto the floor next to his deceased wife, blood from his wife’s splashed across his face as he hit the floor.

      “Finish him,” Tetsuya requested to Density.

      The Aryile man said in a panic, “Wait! You said you wouldn’t—”

      “I lied.”

      Destiny’s blade rose up once more as she chanted, “Manltanco-lota Poutio-Imaliv!”

      Another clean cut, with the same results.

      A Hashmedai man off to the side watched the executions take place with a grin on his face. He had purple hair, orange eyes, and psionic cybernetic implants visible from his black open trench coat.

      Destiny faced him and asked, “Whigli, did you find it?”

      “Indeed,” he said. “Hannah’s prediction was right as always.”

      “That woman is something else,” said Tetsuya.

      “She sure is,” said Destiny. “She’ll be pleased to know we are one step closer to finding him.”

      Whigli glanced at the data pad in his hands, and a photo loaded of a man with silver hair and a goatee. “Human-Hashmedai hybrid—those fools holding him won’t know what hit them.”

      The uprising had begun.
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          Timeline

        

      

    

    
      1944...Radiance Union discovers Earth and the human race.

      1945... Radiance witness the atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Radiance council votes to not make contact with humans. Scientific study is allowed to continue however.

      2003...Noylarlie starts psionic training.

      2008...Noylarlie becomes Archmage.

      2009...Noylarlie given command of the Crimson Arrow, travels to Morutrin Prime.

      2010... Onatiasha and her team travels with Kroshka and Akeia to Earth via a Hashmedai command ship, they materialize eight years later.

      2010/2011...Noylarlie arrives at Proxima Centauri, and then embarks on journey to Epsilon Eridani.

      2018...Hashmedai Empire invasion of Earth.

      2027...Human refugees arrive at Alpha Centauri. Radiance fleet arrives at Earth to remove surviving Hashmedai forces. Radiance upgrades the human race, providing humans with advanced technology and medical advancements.

      2027... Extrasolar Defense force (EDF) is formed to protect humans living in Alpha Centauri and future deep space worlds. Abyssal Explorer embarks on a thirteen-year journey to Barnard’s Star.

      2028... The United Nations of Earth (UNE) is formed; humanity enters new golden age of space travel and exploration.

      2030...Hashmedai Liberation front (HLF) slowly starts to come together worldwide after reports of mistreatment of Hashmedai left behind on Earth.

      2032...Chloe and EDF-1 are recalled back to Earth to assist in cross training.

      2033...UNE fleet of science and exploration ships leave Earth to explore the galaxy.

      2039...Jazz, Kroshka, Phylarlie, Onatiasha and Zhinbryo awake from cryostasis upon arriving at Epsilon Eridani. They take the space bridge back to the empire.

      2040...Chloe along with the EDF-1 arrive at Earth and awake from cryostasis. Noylarlie and Parcisei awake from cryostasis and make plans to travel to Earth upon learning what took place.
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        	Chloe Vaughan - EDF-1 team leader

        	Jake "Jazz" Johnson – Assassin

      

      United Nations of Earth

      
        	Mariana Salamanca - President of the United Nations of Earth

        	Arn - Weapons dealer

        	Lyir - Eupiar’s half brother

        	Pernoy - Eupiar’s mother

        	Sevda Aksoy - Danyal’s mother

      

      Extrasolar Defense Force

      
        	Chris Boyd - EDF-1 member

        	Diego Gomez - EDF-2 team leader

        	Ella Lynn - EDF doctor and xenobiologist

        	Gavin Chambers - EDF and ESV Winston Churchill fighter pilot

        	Rana Farhadi - EDF-2 member

        	Sarah Vaughan - Chloe’s younger sister and EDF-1 member

      

      ESV Sun Tzu

      
        	Linda Stone - CO of the ESV Sun Tzu

      

      ESV Winston Churchill

      
        	Martin Xavier - CO of the ESV Winston Churchill

        	Cassandra Benally - XO of the ESV Winston Churchill

        	Benson - Bridge officer

        	Bryson – Bridge officer

        	Cassie “Hijinks” Piller - Gladius squadron member

        	Chavez – Helmsmen

        	Derek Sutherland – Doctor

        	Electronic Versatile Entity (EVE) – Bridge Officer and shipboard AI

        	Forest - Bridge officer

        	Gordon Pike - Chief of medical

        	Grace Petropoulos - UNE Marine

        	Greg “Hammer” McTavish - Gladius squadron member

        	Jacob Miles - UNE Marine leader

        	Jessica “Aura” Davis - Gladius squadron leader

        	Lee - Flight deck officer

        	Lu - Bridge officer

        	Mike “Orbital” Fisher - Gladius squadron member

        	Peterson - Transport pilot

        	Shanuka Weerasinghe - Chief engineer

        	Sterling - Bridge officer

        	Tom Richards - UNE Marine

        	Yates - Bridge officer

        	Za Michei - ESV Winston Churchill shipboard psionic

      

      Earth Intelligence and Security Service

      
        	Kasidey Hawke - EISS agent

        	Ken Smith - EISS agent

      

      ESV John F. Kennedy

      
        	Brigs - CO of the ESV John F. Kennedy

        	Cartwright - XO of the ESV John F. Kennedy

        	Edmonds - Flight deck officer

        	Gab Delakirnei - ESV John F. Kennedy shipboard psionic

        	Jenkins - Bridge officer

        	Louis - Chief engineer

        	Patrick - Fighter pilot

        	Simmons - Chief of medical

      

      Hashmedai Empire

      
        	Akeia - Y’lin’s son, prince of the Hashmedai Empire

        	Di’aria Wintersembrace - Psionic breeder

        	Eeladen - Kroshka’s personal guardian

        	Eiur - Assassin’ Guild mechanic

        	Iolysta Frosttouch - Former Archmage, Phylarlie and Noylarlie’s mother

        	Kroshka - Y’lin’s daughter, princess of the Hashmedai Empire.

        	Leinuo - Deserter from the invasion of Earth

        	Lord Hasiv - Lord of the Hashmedai colony Taxah

        	Neilus - Veloshira’s mate

        	Noylarlie Atonement - Archmage, Phylarlie’s half sister

        	Onatiasha Ladyknight - Former personal guardian to Akeia and Kroshka

        	Payi - Administrator on Helspan

        	Peiun - Veloshira’s son

        	Phylarlie Starchaser - Psionic assassin

        	Riyel - Assassin’ Guild administrator

        	Ryi - Imperial guard

        	Talo - Imperial guard

        	Torval - Assassins’ Guild master

        	Veloshira Snapshot - Assassin, Jazz’s mentor

        	Y’lin - Empress of the Hashmedai Empire.

        	Zhinbryo Braver - Warrior

      

      Hashmedai Liberation Front

      
        	Alex - HLF member

        	Dollon - HLF psionic, Destiny’s husband

        	Eupiar – Hashmedai Liberation Front hacker

        	Hannah Grey - The seer

        	Justin - HLF member

        	Norvot - HLF psionic

        	Rina “Destiny” West – Hashmedai Liberation Front Commander

        	Tetsuya Ishihara - HLF member

        	Uemaria - HLF psionic

        	Vuyin - HLF member

        	Whigli - High ranking HLF psionic

      

      Radiance Union

      
        	Ure Crimei - Radiance Union council viceroy

        	Ure Fiesei - Whisper agent

      

      Abyssal Explorer

      
        	Gab Ueyei - CO of the Abyssal Explorer

        	Ure Vaishea - XO of the Abyssal Explorer

        	Alisha Levesque - Hannah’s mother, Jazz’s ex wife

        	Ary Stolanei - Second shipboard psionic of the Abyssal Explorer

        	Scholar Odelea - Radiance scholar

        	Ure Karklosea - Lead shipboard psionic of the Abyssal Explorer

      

      Celestial Order

      
        	Ary Cehaei - Celestial Order member

        	Ary Nemea - Captain of the Abyssal Hammer, Celestial Order member

        	Ary Parcisei - Celestial Order member, former Radiance ranger

        	Fahia - Celestial Order priestess, Hashmedai sect

        	Gayir - Hashmedai Archmage

        	Mil Dargonea - Celestial Order psionic, third shipboard psionic of the Abyssal Explorer

        	Oleric - Celestial Order member

        	Saleriz - Celestial Order member

        	Ure Sinzihea - Celestial Order psionic

        	Za Fenea - School teacher, Celestial Order member

      

      Exiles

      
        	Kalis no’vi Telan - Waitress at the Vuanel Gi Talsyk restaurant

        	Telan no’vi Ralian aka Za Haridei - Chef at the Vuanel Gi Talsyk restaurant

      

      Salvagers

      
        	Captain Trin Rage - CO of the Dark Star

        	Wyngard Wisechild - XO of the Dark Star

        	Avearan Slaver - Crew member of the Dark Star

        	Garif Risingdawn - Crew member of the Dark Star

      

      No Affiliation

      
        	Danyal Aksoy - Dasht-e Kavir Crater Prisoner

        	Mustafa Farhadi - Danyal’s cellmate

        	Stoarior, Tym and Livie - Radiance Gods

        	Nivrui, Aviuheart and Emelia - The Goddesses
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      Foicanta, Proxima Centauri System

      Twelve Years Ago…

      Sand and sunlight covered the armor-clad body of Maj. Chloe Vaughan. She remained motionless for a solid five minutes, while plumes of dirt shot up into the skies around her. There was a battle raging, and she was missing out—missing out on the chance to live to see the end of it. She couldn’t hear anything around her. She could only see blurry images of her sister, Sarah; her lover, Chris; and several other members of the Extrasolar defense force engaged with weapons’ fire from an unknown group of attackers.

      Corporal Rana Farhadi knelt next to Chloe, keeping her head low from the high-velocity bullets from magnetic rifles soaring above her head. Rana’s lips moved, but Chloe heard no sound coming from them. Her lips moved again, visibly yelling something important, but to no avail; whatever the hell hit Chloe got her good.

      Rana moved to Chloe’s left while another soldier from the right approached. Suddenly she felt herself rise and get dragged away. She recognized the soldier on the right, Lt. Diego Gomez.

      “Hang in there, Major,” Diego said as Chloe’s hearing started to return.

      “Fall back, fall back!” were the last words she heard before blacking out.

      Chloe woke up on an operating table. Her blurry vision struggled to make out how many people were frantically running around in the chaotic environment. Clearly, the battle wasn’t over, not by a long shot. She moved her hand to comfort the side of her head that radiated pain, only to stop upon seeing the fountain of blood dripping from her hands—her blood.

      “Oh no,” said a blond woman with an Australian accent. “You two—congratulations; you just became nurses. Give me a hand,” she said to Diego and Rana.

      “Who…are you?” Chloe mumbled to the woman.

      “I’m Ella, a doc. Hang in there. You’re gonna be just fine,” she replied.

      “Where’s Dr. Rice?”

      “He’s dead.”

      “Who’s attacking—”

      “No more talking,” Ella said, cutting in, and then she turned to address her newly recruited nurses. “Where’s my medical scanner?”

      Diego handed Ella a palm-sized device with a flashing screen in the center of it—and then tilted his head toward Chloe’s face to address her question. “It’s the Celestial Order, ma’am.”
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      Vancouver, Earth, Sol System

      “Don’t kill anyone this time,” Tetsuya grumbled.

      Thick gray clouds released a downpour of rain that had been drenching the region for the last three days. Classic Vancouver, Rina “Destiny” West thought while she looked out the passenger-side window of the car she was riding in. The sights of the outside world appeared as a blurred splash of colors thanks to the rainwater.

      Vancouver was one of the few cites in the world that didn’t bear many scars from the war with the Hashmedai. This was a surprise to many, as New Westminster and Surrey had seen Hashmedai ground forces take control of those areas two decades ago. New Westminster took it the worst, as the Royal Canadian Air Force had launched a series of air strikes in that area to thin out the Hashmedai. This also proved to be the final acts of the Canadian air force, as Hashmedai interceptors had obliterated all their fighters across the country in a counterattack.

      East Hastings was another sign that Vancouver hadn’t changed much, Destiny was quick to notice. Tetsuya Ishihara, who handled the wheel of their car, drove it along the badly maintained streets. Prewar, East Hastings had been one of the poorest and most run-down areas in the city and quite possibly all of Canada. Today? Not much had changed. Run-down buildings, sketchy people, trash, and questionable deals struck in back alleys. The only major difference between this place now and this place then was that Hashmedai roamed these areas as well. Deserters from the war, they knew they had lost and that they couldn’t return home. They made their homes here on Earth wherever they felt welcome, which didn’t include many places. Most of the human race still bore a grudge.

      Their car came to a stop alongside a curb. Destiny’s fingers interacted with the screen of her holo phone. A window materialized in front of her, displaying the contact info of the person she was trying to call. A man named Arn. After several seconds of listening to a ring-back tone, Arn finally answered. The holographic window transformed into Arn’s image, a bald man with a long unkempt beard, wearing a hoodie and shades.

      “I’m here. Where the fuck you at?” Destiny said.

      “Already? Damn, girl, you’re quick!” Arn’s hologram said. “It’s some old-world abandoned Chinese supermarket. You can’t miss it.”

      Destiny recalled driving past it not long ago; she’d have to backtrack. I should have called earlier, she thought. “I’ll be there in a minute,” she said and hung up. The holographic window with Arn’s contact info reappeared, displaying a notification at the bottom that the call had ended, and then it vanished. “Wait here,” she said to Tetsuya. “I’ll deal with this fucker as quickly as I can.”

      “Discreetly,” Tetsuya said. “It’s still daytime. Can’t afford to have someone ID you.”

      “Whatever.”

      “Seriously, Hannah’s predictions haven’t been accurate lately,” he said, looking at Destiny’s scarred left hand. “And you know that.” She rolled her eyes and proceeded to open the door but stopped. Tetsuya’s hand gripped her shoulder; he had something to add. “I’m serious, no bodies. These are humans not affiliated with the United Nations of Earth we’re dealing with.”

      “Whatever,” she said with a sigh.

      “Give me your piece.”

      Her visibly upset blue eyes gazed at him almost as if they were burning a hole into his mind. The five-second stare down resulted in Destiny reluctantly handing her ePistol over to him from her leather jacket. “Happy?”

      “And your old-world one.”

      Old-world was a term commonly used to describe anything that existed before the Hashmedai invasion. In this case, her concealed Sig Sauer P238, a pocket-sized pistol that fit perfectly in the side pocket of her blue jeans. Like her ePistol, it found itself into Tetsuya’s possession. “Now are you happy?”

      “I’ll be happy when I get the fuck out of this piss hole.”

      The car door finally opened, exposing a section of the interior to never-ending rain showers outside. Before stepping off, Destiny opened the back door and removed a large black art tube. Tetsuya took notice and asked, “What the fuck is that for?”

      “Just part of my cover for the people around.” She smiled and winked at him. “I’m an artist if anyone asks.” He has a lot to learn about me.

      Destiny began her walk away from the car, down the drenched and grimy sidewalk in East Hastings. She paid little attention to what the rain was doing to her ginger hair, dyed of course to mask her age of forty-one. Between that and her vigorous daily workout routine, few people truly knew her real age. Throw in the art tube, and she looked like college student. And to think—she hadn’t even kept up with all the new fancy antiaging biotechnology that had been invented.

      She continued her walk, paying little attention to the homeless humans and Hashmedai. She saw a group of prostitutes speaking to someone in a car that had pulled over. They were both Hashmedai. Threesome with two Hashmedai women. What a brave soul. She grinned and walked past, briefly thinking about a time she was a working girl. Though she was much better than these girls, as she was an escort, she never walked the streets. She was above that, a high-class and very expensive escort, working out of Los Vegas, before it was glassed. She sighed and thought to herself, Those were the good old days. She missed those times, especially Jazz, her favorite client.

      Destiny arrived at the location, a boarded-up store. The door was ajar, and she could hear voices coming from within. This must be it. She entered and quickly performed a threat assessment of the location. Overturned shelves, four shady-looking men wearing sweatpants and shirts, probably bodyguards and probably packing heat. They all had something large in their pockets, ePistols like the one she handed over earlier, no doubt. Arn emerged from the shadows with open arms, his guard was lowered, a perfect opportunely for Destiny do something she’d been dreaming about for the last few months.

      She ignored the four men, and her feet took her toward Arn at rapid speed. Her fist slammed against his jaw, launching his body to the floor. Fucking asshole. She heard the hissing sounds of four ePistols powering up. They made the same noise Radiance magnetic weapons made when activating. Sometimes it was hard to tell the difference, as the tech behind eWeapons was based on Radiance magnetic weapons-Railguns, aided by a computer built into the weapon.

      Destiny could see blood slowly trickling out from Arn’s mouth as he spat out a tooth and slowly rose to his feet. “What the fuck was that for?” he asked.

      “Bio-fucking-metric weapons. I requested not to be given those.”

      He finally got to his feet and said, “So my stock got a few of the defects, my bad.”

      Biometric weapons would activate only if the fingerprints matched with the assigned prints programmed into the weapon. It was possible to hack and remove the biometric programming, but even the most skilled hackers had issues with it. The United Nations of Earth (UNE) did not want their weapons in the hands of terrorists and criminals and went out of their way to make it an irritating process.

      “Your stock had me sitting in a hospital bed for a month. Your stock had me bury eight of my good friends,” she said, jabbing her index finger toward his angry face.

      “Well fuck, I’m sorry.” More blood slowly dripped from his mouth. She had gotten him good. “I’ll hook you up with some better guns.”

      Her hand reached back toward her art tube as her head slowly tilted to the side to see if any of his bodyguards had stepped closer. No sign of them, though she knew damn well four guns were being aimed at the back of her head. “I have a new dealer; I’m fucking done with you.”

      “So you just came here to fucking deck me?”

      “I want a refund.”

      “Seriously?” Arn said with a surprised voice. “No refunds.”

      “Customer is always right,” Destiny said as her other hand clasped around Arn’s neck. “I want a refund…Now!” Her last action triggered four sets of steps that she heard behind her. There wasn’t a drop of fear in her, however. None of these thugs had a real combat training unlike the police, Radiance, and UNE forces she’d been fighting for the last few years.

      “Get fucked, you stupid fucking cunt!” In attempt to break free, Arn wrapped his hands around the hands that she was using to choke him. His grip was weak, compared to Destiny’s; her hands didn’t move. She let out a slight grin as he turned his head to the side to address the four men closing in behind her. “Have at her, boys; I ain’t paying you by the hour!”

      Let’s dance. The hand choking Arn pushed him back to the ground, while her other hand quickly pulled her art tube to her front. Her instincts led her to leap and take cover behind the checkout table. Perfect timing, as magnetically accelerated bullets ripped through the air. Destiny’s quickly moving fingers opened up the tube, and out came a katana and an arm-mounted Hashmedaian guardian shield. She arose to her feet, this time with a rectangular-shaped blue energy force field protecting her from the second barrage of bullets.

      Her feet guided her to the four men, who did not attempt to move from their position, while her hands guided her katana to either stab or dismember their bodies. Each hit released jets of blood across the air, raining down on her like the rain outside not long ago. Her left arm, which had the guardian shield device strapped to it, periodically rose to block weapons’ fire from the last remaining bodyguard, whose severed head hit the ground shortly afterward.

      Arn remained on the floor, trembling in fear as Destiny’s blood-soaked body graciously stepped toward him. Her blue jeans were now purple; her leather jacket was dripping red. She hovered over his body and the placed the tip of her blade between his eyes. “Now,” said Destiny, “where’s my fucking money?”
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* * *

      Flight 4219, Perth to Vancouver, Earth, Sol System

      White clouds hovered over the eternal blue of the Pacific Ocean. A sight that would be changing soon, as this flight from Perth, Australia, to Vancouver, Canada, was coming to an end. Ken Smith sat back and relaxed in his first-class seat aboard an Earth-to-Earth (ETE) transport. He preferred the first-class seats from the Earth-to-Space (ETS) transports that he frequently flew to Mars, as they were equipped with holo vids. ETE transports didn’t take long to reach their destination with their high speeds, as they traveled exclusively on Earth. ETS transports, however, made trips to locations throughout the solar system. Even traveling at a fraction of the speed of light, it could take a flight several hours to reach the moons of Uranus.

      An announcement played over the transport’s intercom to all the passengers aboard, stating that they’d be in Vancouver within ten minutes, making this a forty-five-minute trip. He sometimes missed the old-world plane trips, in which a flight from Perth to Vancouver would take nearly a whole day and require at least one stop along the way. The message on the intercom replayed again, this time in Chinese, then a third time in Radiance, which caused him to chuckle.

      There were no Radiance races aboard this transport that he could see, though with Linl it was damn near impossible to tell just by looking. Carbon-copy humans, he liked to call them. Most flights had a few Radiance races aboard. Since the uplifting of humanity, Radiance continued to have a few ships from Alpha Centauri trickle in, dropping off nonmilitary personnel to live on Earth. Most of them were just laborers and construction workers to help rebuild cities razed by the demonic Hashmedai. A few others were scientists and engineers, though many of them stayed on their ships, setting foot on Earth, Mars, or the moons of the gas giants only to work with human scientists and engineers. Recently, merchants and missionaries started to show up and live among humans, proving to be a double-edged sword of sorts.

      The increased presence of civilian Radiance races was no doubt helping humanity’s economy, advancement, and recovery from the war. However, the longer Radiance continued to remain on Earth, the more violence people were forced to witness thanks to the Hashmedai Liberation Front (HLF). After the war, as a way to repent, groups of Hashmedai offered themselves as slave labor to human communities hit hard. After all, they lost the war, and the ships that weren’t nuked, fled or crash-landed, leaving behind thousands of soldiers and ship crew members. As time went on, those communities took in these Hashmedai, allowed them to have a place to live and eat, and eventually settled down and started families.

      Those at Radiance weren’t too happy to learn that their people would be living and working on a planet that hosted small Hashmedaian communities that were breeding. Pressure was put on the UNE to step up and deal with the problem, especially after a dozen Radiance civilians ended up murdered or assaulted by angry Hashmedai. A few humans got in the crossfire too, as they were mistaken for Linl. Thus, the HLF was born; humans who formed an emotional attachment and sympathy to some of the Hashmedai took up arms and launched a series of terrorist attacks against Radiance, anti-Hashmedai groups, and UNE forces deployed to deal with large and active Hashmedai communities.

      No one knew exactly where their base of operation was, but Vancouver had been a hot spot for HLF activity, as Canada featured one of the largest Hashmedai communities on Earth. It’s no surprise to many that the Vancouver region was dubbed the “Radiance Graveyard,” though the UNE preferred to label it a “red zone.” There were eight red zones worldwide.

      “Prepare for landing,” the pilot of the transport announced over the intercom.

      Ken’s thoughts returned to the present, and he gazed out the window to watch the transport descend from the thick mist of clouds that soaked the craft in rain. The sight of Vancouver in the distance emerged, resting at the foot of the mountains, virtually untouched by the war with the exception of a few extra postwar skyscrapers. The city grew larger as it came into view. Ken was the reminded of a feature of old-world traveling that he missed—the rush of an aircraft, slowly landing to the runway. Transports were all based off Radiance tech, and so they were capable of vertical takeoff and landing (VTOL). Gone were the days of needing a runway to land or fly to the skies, the transport simply landed next to the transport hub, formerly known as an airport.

      A network of hallways led Ken to the baggage claim area; his hands stroked his blond hair in a frustrated manner. All these advances and we’re still using this system to claim our baggage? What’s going to stop someone from walking up and taking your stuff? After fifteen minutes of paranoid waiting, he obtained his travel baggage after it came into view from the rotating treadmill and proceeded to the Earth Rapid Transit Train platform. This used to be part of the skytrain system; he had fond memories of traveling on the skytrain network when he was a kid during the prewar days. Once Radiance showed up, they offered to upgrade and network Earth and later Mars with a rapid transit system that was commonplace on Radiance planets. As Ken recalled, the people who helped design the newer trains in Unity City, came here to Earth to undertake this project. And it showed; the interior of the train was identical to the train network used all across Australia, which apparently is the same design as the ones in Unity City on Lejorania Sanctum.

      At last, Ken thought as he arrived at his intended destination, an upscale condo in the Yaletown district of Vancouver. Little did the people in the outside world know, his suite was a safe house for Earth Intelligence and Security Service (EISS) agents such as Ken. As far as his wife, Yvonne, and others were concerned, Ken was there on business, overseeing the launch of a new retail outlet.

      “Computer,” Ken said. “Lights.” The darkened condo was illuminated with lights in the hallway, kitchen, and living room.

      “I hope your journey was a pleasant one, sir,” said the computer. It had an Australian accent much like Ken’s—a little taste of home while he was away.

      “Too short, but enjoyable,” he said as he walked toward the kitchen. His hand interacted with a holographic window in front of the refrigerator to display the contents of the fridge. “Computer, are there any new messages for me?” he asked.

      “Please stand by,” it replied. “You have no new messages at this time, sir.”

      “Thank you,” he said, stepping into the living room to sit down with a holo pad in hand.

      “Shall I contact ‘overlord’ and inform them you have arrived?” the computer asked.

      “Negative,” he said. “Do it…tomorrow morning. I need to rest.”

      And by “rest,” Ken meant shagging two smoking-hot escorts for the night.

      His holo pad loaded a directory of all the local and expensive girls in the area. They were expensive for a good reason. Radiance frowned upon the idea of sex work and had been pulling strings within the UNE to deal with it. Ken found this amusing, as brothels existed within the Radiance Union, highly illegal and rare, but they existed. If he didn’t know any better, it was almost as if Radiance were trying to mold the human race into the sixth member of the Radiance Union.

      Holographic pictures of half-naked women appeared before him while he swiped his hands from right to left, causing the projection to scroll and load additional ladies. The hardest part of dealing with these lovely ladies was ensuring that the ones you wanted were available.

      He felt fabulous about doing this with next to no guilt in his chest. He knew damn well Yvonne would be sleeping with the grounds keeper of their home the moment she got the chance. One of the perks of being in the EISS was that it was easy to spy on your wife when you were out of town. The moment she stopped sucking his cock, was the moment he’d stop dealing with these ladies; fair is fair.
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* * *

      Surrey, Earth, Sol System

      I’m never going to get this, Lyir thought as he sat on his bed, holo pad in hand with his homework from school displayed. Being a Hashmedai boy going to school in a human world put him at a disadvantage, especially when your English literature teacher lost his family during the invasion. Lyir had pale, cream-colored skin and light-blue hair, much like his mother Pernoy, whom he lived with in this Surrey community. His mother and father had helped rebuild the community, yet here he was, on the verge of failing, quite possibly because he wasn’t born a human, or so his friends claimed.

      “Lyir,” his mother called out to him in the Hashmedai language. “Come down for dinner.”

      “I’ve still got to finish my homework.”

      “You won’t finish it correctly on an empty belly,” she retorted. “Come down and eat your damn food.”

      His teenage body took a seat at the dinner table with his mother, Pernoy. Rare steak was the meal for the night. Pernoy had extremely long blue hair with traces of white in it. Her eyes were orange, while Lyir’s eyes were a deep red. Off in the distance, an old-world TV was on, broadcasting the evening news. As the two ate, Lyir gazed at the damaged TV screen; the headline caught his attention: “Heroes of Earth Returned At Last.”

      His half-sister, Eupiar, sat on the couch next to the TV. The contents didn’t seem to interest her, just the holographic display screen of her laptop. Unlike Lyir, Eupiar was half-human; their mother, Pernoy, was a noncombatant severing aboard a Hashmedai ship during the invasion only to crash-land. The US Marine aggressors held her and the surviving crew captive.

      One of the soldiers started to develop a certain affection for her and remorse; after all, Pernoy was here because she was ordered to come. Night after night of secret playtime during their “interrogation secessions” resulted in Eupiar’s existence. Sadly, her father never got the chance to see her grow up; he was killed trying to help Pernoy and Eupiar escape to into Canada.

      “Hmm, they’re back,” said Lyir, turning away from the news headline. “What do you think, Mother?”

      “Not much—they were bound to return to Earth sooner or later,” she said before taking another bite of her juicy meal.

      “But those are the people who blew up the command ship, causing you and all the other Hashmedai to be stranded here.” Lyir returned to his meal, while he curiously awaited his mother’s reply.

      “I don’t hate them, if that’s what you’re trying to get at,” she said. “They did what they had to do. It was war, and we were destroying their world.”

      “But don’t you want to be off this world? Isn’t that the reason you never cut your hair? Because then ends of it existed back when you were still in the empire?” A loaded question, but his young inquiring mind was hungry for knowledge that didn’t have to do with schoolwork.

      “If those folks never destroyed the command ship, or if there had been a way for me to get home, I would have never met your father, or Eupiar’s.”

      “There must have been a way for you two to meet had things been different; you were both in the military, after all.” Lyir often fantasized about the idea of parallel universes where things were different. The thought of him never having to experience the depressing life he was living thus far always tantalized his mind.

      “Not really,” his mother said. “I’m from the deep space colonies. The frigate I served on joined up with the fleet because they were short one.”

      He thought for a moment, slowly putting the facts together. “And Father was from Paryo.”

      “Exactly, we would have never crossed paths regardless. And don’t forget about your sister. Neither I nor her father would have met.” Conclusion: in order for him, them, to exist, the last twenty-two years had to have played out the way they did. Life is not fair at all.

      There was semisilence once again at the dinner table as the two ate, while the TV continued to play the news. Eupiar tied her half-human hair into a ponytail, it was dyed in a mixture of colors, a galaxy style, they called it. An ombré of colors, it started from silver at the top of her head, transitioned to light blue and dark blue, and ended with black at the tips. Her heavily tattooed arms stretched forward, and she resumed whatever the hell had her so fascinated with her laptop. A headline on the TV stated, “Four Men Found Dead at East Hastings Early This Afternoon.” The doorbell rang and ripped Lyir’s attention away from the TV and his sister. Took him long enough, he thought as he looked at the third dinner plate on the table, untouched and getting cold.

      “I’ll get it,” Lyir offered, and then he shut his eyes to focus. The door unlocked and swung open…with the aid of telekinesis from Lyir’s psionic mind.

      His uncle Dollon stood behind the door. Rainwater dripped off him as if he showered with his clothes on. Dollon’s hair was much like Lyir’s father’s, cut short and white. His skin was a darker-cream color, and he wore a black suit and pants that covered his psionic cybernetics, which would probably explain why he didn’t just teleport in as usual.

      He stepped inside as Lyir’s mind shut and locked the door behind Dollon. Then he walked toward the fridge, rather than the dinner that Lyir was expecting. “Sorry I’m late,” Dollon said, removing a bottle of vodka from the fridge. “Had some things to take care of.”

      Lyir’s mother arose from her seat to confront Dollon, acting like she was going to wash dishes, but Lyir knew better. Washing dishes is the very last she does at the end of long day; it was too early for her to be doing that. Lyir slowly picked at his food and kept his ear toward the kitchen to listen in.

      “Are those ‘things’ the same ones that took your brother’s life?” she asked in lower tone of voice.

      “Those things allowed me to get you some more food,” Dollon said. “And pay your bills.” His hands poured a small glass of vodka to drink and handed her an Earth-based credit chit.

      “Our bills are all up to date.”

      “Then you can use this credit chit to replace that awful TV,” he said, then downed his drink. “Maybe get those Holo TVs the rest of the world has upgraded to.” Lyir’s mother remained silent as Dollon snorted and then took a seat at the dinner table. “So, Lyir, what are you learning in school this month?”

      “Romeo and Juliet, written by a human named William Shakespeare.” Lyir said.

      “Is that so.” Lyir could sense that Dollon didn’t care. “Hey, Eupiar how’s your schooling coming along?”

      “I dropped out yesterday,” she casually replied.

      “You what?” Pernoy snapped her attention to Eupiar.

      “Really.” Dollon said, this time with a certain level of interest in his voice. “So what you’re saying is you’re free to help me out more often?”

      Pernoy shouted toward Eupiar who never once removed her eyes away from her screen. “Eupiar! Why…couldn’t you have at least told me?”

      “School is boring.”

      “You were getting good marks!”

      “I’m part Hashmedai. They’ll never give me the marks I worked hard for.” Finally, her slim teenage body looked away from her screen. “And yes, Dollon, I could help.”
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* * *

      HLF Headquarters, Northern Canada, Sol System

      Hannah Grey’s slender body rested on the soft and comforting feel of her queen-sized bed. She wore a black gothic nightgown. Then again, everything she had in her wardrobe had some kind of Lolita gothic look to it. Her gown blended perfectly with her long raven black hair and the black satin bedsheets, pillows, and blankets. She had spread her arms out from side to side, and her fingers were pointed upward to the ceiling.

      And then her lips slowly began to move.

      Another one of her clairvoyant chants was incoming. Tetsuya Ishihara was ready to take notes as per Hannah’s direct orders, on the rare chance she forgot what was said.

      “Forty trillion kilometers one way, forty trillion the next, eighty trillion in total. Right ascension for A, fourteen hours, thirty-nine minutes, thirty-six point four, nine, four zero, zero seconds. Right ascension for B, fourteen hours, thirty-nine minutes thirty-five point zero, six, three, one, one seconds.” Hannah took a breath, and then continued, with no emotion in her voice. “Into the Explorer they went, on the Seeker they returned. Five travelers: the first one, the second, the lover, the jealous one, and…an unknown.” Hannah paused as she tried to process the identity of the unknown. “Who is she? Why is she there? I don’t recall her existence. Life or death? She is an unknown.” Her body dashed upward to sit up, with her eyes wide open; she took a long deep breath and then said, “They…have arrived.”

      “Who has?” Tetsuya asked.

      Hannah’s head little by little tilted toward Tetsuya. With a smile on her face, she revealed their names: “Chloe, Sarah, Chris, Gavin, and the unknown.” Her face twitched somewhat as she brushed her hand down her neck, slowing reaching down between her breasts, then her belly. The unknown needed a name, any name. Ah yes, that name will do for now. “Ella, yes, her name is Ella.”

      “Your orders?” Tetsuya asked, shutting off the recording feature of his holo pad.

      Hannah’s smile transformed into a malicious grin. “Kill them all!” she shouted and then returned to her resting position. While examining her waving hands, she added, “Chloe and Gavin must survive, however.”
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      Abyssal Seeker, En Route to Earth, Sol System

      The eight-year, ten-month journey from Lejorania Sanctum in Alpha Centauri to Earth was entering its final stretch. The Abyssal Seeker was a Radiance Union cruiser built solely for war; as such, while the exterior of the ship was similar to that of the Abyssal Explorer, it contained no science and research stations or any scholars. Like all Radiance ships, the main bridge was the only area of the ship to have gravity, thanks to the hard work of its bridge psionic crew who generated gravity below the floors. The rest of the ship was subject to the effects of zero gravity, and if it weren’t for the aid of cryostasis, its human passengers probably wouldn’t have lasted long, as their bones would have suffered from the negative effects of being weightless too long.

      Another four hours remained on this journey, and another four hours of planet gazing for Chloe as she floated before one of the few windows aboard the Abyssal Seeker, wearing her black EDF jumpsuit with her name and rank printed on it. A hulking blue orb appeared off into the distance of the void she was looking at—Neptune. Almost there, she thought. Her heart was full of anticipation upon being revived from cryo. She heard of the numerous changes to life on Earth since the Hashmedai invasion and the Radiance uplift of humanity.

      Her last memories of Earth—well, when it wasn’t on fire and being glassed—was the unpredictable lifestyle of 2018, and everything that came with it, such as being prepared to protect America from terrorist threats overseas as the marine that she was. Then Radiance showed up, proving to humans that they weren’t alone and that the Hashmedai Empire wanted a fight with humanity. A fight that ultimately started and cost the lives of billions worldwide, a fight the Hashmedai lost thanks to the aid of one well-timed nuclear bomb.

      There were mixed feelings about the return to Earth. On one hand, the EDF was set up as a means of early warning detection and possibly interception of alien threats to Earth, namely the Hashmedai Empire. Of course, the limited number of humans who came to Alpha Centauri meant that the bodies within the EDF would also be limited. Keeping Chloe and her team at Alpha Centauri, while transferring new recruits from Earth back to Alpha Centauri, would have been a better choice in her eyes.

      However, the higher-ups within the United Nations of Earth—UNE—insists on having the EDF’s presence not just in Alpha Centauri, but stationed at the edge of the solar system as well. And so the call was made for training to start at Earth, then recruits transferred to Alpha Centauri, Pluto, Uranus and six proposed military and science platforms within the Oort cloud. Worst of all, the human refugees weren’t invited to return to Earth. No one quite understands why, just that a few higher ups with the Radiance Union insisted on them staying until the newly built Earth ships travel to Alpha Centauri to pick them up. A move that had Chloe and other Radiance Union members scratch their heads.

      “Quite the view, isn’t it?” It was Gavin Chambers, former USAF fighter pilot. Chloe’s thoughts must have masked the fact that he entered this white and brightly lit hallway.

      Her face shifted away from the view into space and on to him, she was surprised to see how well he had recovered from his injuries. “How you holding up, Chambers? I figured you’d still be in the infirmary with that head wound,” she said while brushing her brown weightless hair away from her face.

      “I stayed out of cryo for the first year of our trip,” he said, floating toward the window, gazing into the sea of stars. “Didn’t make sense to be revived only to have to get patched up when we had that huge gap of travel time.”

      “I saw a ship fly by earlier, an Earth one,” Chloe said as she returned to her observation. “Probably one of those construction transports laying the groundwork for the Oort cloud defense platform.”

      “We’re going to be so fucking out of place when we get there,” said Gavin.

      Chloe grinned, not knowing what to say. He was right, after all; a solid twenty-two years had passed since they unexpectedly left Earth. Out of all those years, only five of them were spent out of cryo and so they only aged five years…well six for Gavin. Space travel in some strange way was also a form of time travel.

      As the hours passed by, Chloe and Gavin were joined by Chris Boyd, former Navy SEAL; Ella Lynn, newly recruited doctor and xenobiologist for the EDF; and Chloe’s sister Sarah, a former US marine like Chloe. All five of them floated in front of the large window looking at the celestial sights before them. The asteroid belt had dozens of mining platforms, extracting precious ores. Small space stations were built just outside the asteroid belt, which severed as a base of all mining operations. They were large cylinder objects with four outer rings surrounding each one, rotating constantly to create artificial gravity. The rings were held on to the central cylinder section by a series of large elevator shafts. A large cargo ship was docked at the space station, waiting for its stores to be filled with the mined goods before being deployed, most likely to Earth or the colony on Mars.

      Ship activity became an increasingly common sight, as the Abyssal Seeker got closer to Earth. Dozens of transport ships flew toward Earth from Mars or vice versa. Some were clearly Radiance transports, while others were Earth military, which were literally the same design as Radiance transports, just a different paint job, white with sky-blue strips along the lower end of the hull. The UNE flag was stamped on it. The flag was similar to the old UN flag; rather than an image of Earth surrounded by olive branches, it was eight rings, representing the orbital paths of the planets in the solar system. The third ring, being Earth’s path, had a miniature version of Earth from the old UN flag on it. Larger transport ships were also seen. Judging by their size, Chloe figured these were passenger ships—similar to passenger planes one would fly from one airport to another “back in the day.”

      The Abyssal Seeker’s course led them to an orbit around the equator of Earth. Several Earth battleships were seen there next to a shipyard constructing a new Earth-based ship, as well as several other transport ships carrying crew back and forth from Earth and the ships around. The Earth battleships all had a similar design, like the many space stations, there was a central cylinder-shaped section. Up front, at the nose end of the ship, was the main bridge, which looked somewhat similar to the front of the old NASA space shuttles, just a lot wider. At the aft end of the ship were four large elevator shafts that extended outward to connect to a massive ring. As with the space stations seen earlier, the ring spun around to create gravity. The middle of the central cylinder had various weapons mounted to it, guns and missile launchers, by the looks. The underside of the ship held a rectangular-shaped hanger bay.

      Five Radiance ships appeared in orbit over the horizon as sunlight reflected off the shiny hulls of those ships. Gavin’s eyes lit up at the sight of one certain Earth-built ship. His finger tapped on the window repeatedly; his mouth opened wide in shock.

      “Look at that!” Gavin shouted, pointing at an Earth battleship. “Can you read the name of that ship?”

      Chloe’s gaze zeroed in at the ship in question as they flew by it. Her eyes squinted to make out the name of the ship. ESV Enterprise.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      A transport ship departed from the Abyssal Seeker as it sat in Earth’s orbit. Flying past construction and orbital defense platforms, it approached its destination, the newest addition to Earth’s battleship fleet, the ESV Winston Churchill. The Radiance transport’s engines powered down as it spun to latch itself to the airlock, allowing its passengers, Chloe, Sarah, Chris, Gavin, and Ella, to depart with their duffel bags in hand to their new assignment.

      The airlock doors swung open, revealing to Chloe her first view of the interior of a fully functioning Earth starship. Radiance clearly had some influence over the design of the ship; the layout of the airlock was the same as the ones found aboard Radiance ships. The Radiance words were replaced with English and Chinese. They floated through into the ship, instantly felt a wave of cooler air, and detected slightly lowered light levels. It was standard for humans, but chilly and dark to most Radiance crew members, namely those of the Aryile and Javnis races.

      Two humans wearing UNE Navy officer uniforms greeted the group. Each wore a dark-blue jumpsuit with the flag of the UNE on the shoulders, name tag on the left breast, and rank insignia above it. A black belt separated the top from the pants, and on the belt were several slots in which one could attach different trinkets and a holster for a sidearm. On the back of the uniform, just below the neck, was the flag of the country of origin for the wearer.

      Chloe raised her hand to salute the two officers, and her team behind followed suit. “Permission to come aboard, sir.”

      “Granted,” one of them said—with an English accent, at that. He returned the salute. Chloe saw his name printed on his uniform, “Xavier,” and two gold stars above it as his rank insignia with the United Kingdom flag on his back. He had a mature appearance, gray hair, a thin mustache, and a stern look across his aging face. At one point, Chloe thought he was shorter than she, until she looked down. Despite the lack of gravity, he and the woman next to him stood firmly on the floor, locked in place by magnetic boots, Chloe merely floated slightly above him. All those years in space, and Radiance never thought to invent those?

      “It’s a pleasure to finally meet the heroes of Earth,” the female officer said. She had short black hair and dark olive skin. Chloe figured she was probably around the same age as Sarah. Her name tag listed her has “Benally,” with a single gold star as her rank, and the flag of the United States on her back.

      “Indeed,” Xavier said. “I am Captain Martin Xavier, commanding officer of the Earth Space Vessel Winston Churchill.” He extended his hand toward Benally. “This is my executive officer, Commander Cassandra Benally.”

      Chloe began introducing her team, “I’m Major Chloe Vaughan, Sergeant Sarah Vaughan, Sergeant Chris Boyd, and Dr. Ella Lynn,” she pointed at everyone respectively. “And finally, Major Gavin Chambers, who will be heading the EDF fighter pilot division once we get it off the ground.”

      “Commander Benally will show you to your quarters,” said Xavier. “After that take the time to familiarize yourself with the layout of the ship. She’s a big one.”

      Benally’s hand extended toward the corridor in a welcoming fashion. “Right this way,” she said.

      As they traversed down the weightless corridor, Chloe saw various crew members tinkering with cables and pipes along the walls. The mechanics wore bright orange coveralls and held strange tools and scanning devices she had never seen. The soft slapping sound of Benally’s magnetic boot footsteps prevented her from floating away as she guided the five to the end of the corridor. A glass sliding door was directly ahead, leading into the engine room and to the wall beside it with an elevator. The doors opened as Benally fingered the panel next to it. She then reached down to interact with a switch on her boots. Suddenly she began to free float and entered the elevator along with everyone else. Before the elevator departed, she spun her body around so that the black floor that was once below her was now above her head.

      “You’ll want to flip around like I did,” Benally explained and pointed to the black floor. “Once this elevator hits the centrifugal gravity, the floor will become the ceiling, and the ceiling will become the floor. Rule of thumb, make sure the black title is above your head, while the white one is below you.”

      Everyone complied, tossing their floating bodies upside down, before Benally activated the lift. The elevator hummed as it launched up through the shaft, leaving the central section behind as the rotating ring got closer. Sunlight began to trickle through the elevator’s tinted windows and transparent shaft. Chloe saw a breathtaking view of Africa from the window next to her. Areas on the continent appeared as large dark circles, most likely glass craters left behind from the Hashmedai invasion.

      The elevator arrived, and almost instantly, everyone fell to the white titles below as the doors slid open. Gravity—or at least something like it—held everyone in place to walk out and onto the next area of the ship. “This is the habitat ring,” Benally explained. “Here you’ll find crew quarters, secondary infirmary, rec rooms, gym, armory, and mess hall.”
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* * *

      An hour had passed since Chloe and her team came aboard. The quarters were extremely cramped and featured a single bunk bed, holo projector, computer terminal, and two storage trunks next to the bed. A small sliding door to the side led out to the main hall and other quarters. Firmly holding a holo pad in her hands, Chloe slowly learned how to use the device and access the Internet with it. A holographic browser window hovered above the pad, and Chloe used her hands to interact with the links and content before her.

      Most of the articles she read and videos she watched were old news reports, dealing with the aftermath of the invasion. Radiance had come to Earth to defeat the remaining Hashmedai forces unharmed by the nuke she and her team set off. Humanity was uplifted afterward. New ships and major advances in technology came as Radiance shared knowledge with the people of Earth. The nations of Earth had united to form a single human-run power, the UNE. Much of this she knew thanks to the Radiance psionics in Lejorania’s sanctum telepathically communicating with the Radiance psionics deployed to help Earth. Hell, it was how she was able to get promoted and have the EDF become a recognized force, by playing a game of telephone with psionics, relaying a message from her newly appointed superiors at Earth and vice versa.

      What Chloe didn’t know about were all the ships Earth had built. The Earth fleet was divided into two groups, battleships and science ships. The first ship was the Enterprise, which was more of a hybrid battle and science ship. Its purpose was to prove that humanity was capable of shipbuilding and traveling to other worlds. The real battleships came shortly afterward. The flagship of the Earth navy was ESV Sun Tzu. And then came the ESV Wilfrid Laurier, ESV John F. Kennedy, ESV Benjamin Franklin, ESV Shaka Zulu, and the newest ship in the fleet, ESV Winston Churchill. ESV Barack Obama was currently under construction.

      None of the science ships were in the solar system; they were all launched into deep space to lay claim to worlds neither the Radiance Union nor the Hashmedai Empire had. ESRS Carl Sagan was traveling to Sirius, ESRS Nikola Tesla to Luhman 16, ESRS Stephen Hawking to Wolf 359, and ESRS Freeman Dyson to Lalande 21185.

      “You done with that thing?” Sarah bellowed from her top bunk.

      I suppose I can browse more content later, Chloe thought and shut down the holo pad. “Yeah, I’m done.”

      “First day back and you’re already looking for Wi-Fi.”

      “Just wanted to see what we’ve missed during the last twenty-two years.” Chloe said as she lay back on her bottom bunk.

      “Anything on Mom and Dad?”

      Chloe sighed; she briefly saw an image during her search tilted “East Coast Wasteland,” depicting an aerial shot of a glassy valley next to the Atlantic Ocean. Nobody survived the assault on New York City. I need to stop denying their fate, she told herself.

      “Major Vaughan, please report to the bridge,” Xavier transmitted over Chloe’s communication earpiece.

      So much for a quick nap. Chloe tapped her earpiece and replied, “On my way.”
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* * *

      The bridge of the Winston Churchill was partially staffed by the time Chloe floated in via the main central corridor. The doors slid open, revealing a setting illumined by lights of several holographic windows, displaying information regarding the ship’s status, and the situation outside the ship. Directly in the center was an enormous holographic projection of Earth, clearly displaying the locations of all ships, defense platforms, satellites, and space stations in orbit. Around that hologram was a ring-shaped computer terminal for bridge crew to use, in order to interact with that hologram. Up front were the main helm controls, another holographic display that resembled a heads-up display (HUD). Surrounding everything else were computer workstations with their respective holo displays.

      “Ah, Major,” said Xavier. “Over here.” He waved his hand at Chloe as she floated over to him. He stood next to a terminal closer to the helm alongside a tall woman with brown hair, braided, and tied back. Strangely enough, the flag on the back of her uniform was that of the UNE, no other crew members that Chloe encountered had that flag.

      “Captain,” Chloe said as she floated next to the two.

      “Major, our scanners have been detecting some form of heavy psionic power ever since you and your team came aboard,” Xavier said, glancing at a holographic bar graph. “I think the bloody thing just needs a good ol’ recalibration since it’s so new.”

      “Captain, I have recalibrated all systems three times now, with no change in our current situation,” said the woman next to Xavier; she spoke in a monotone manner.

      “Are you able to locate it this time?” Xavier asked.

      The woman tilted her head toward the floor and said, “Scanning, please stand by.”

      For someone who should be scanning, she didn’t seem to be doing much. She merely stood in place, with her hands behind her back. “The fuck?” Chloe said after watching her for a solid minute without moving to a computer or picking up a holo pad.

      Xavier chuckled. “Ah, forgot to tell ya, eh? She’s an android, Electronic Versatile Entity or EVE for short.”

      That explains the UNE flag on her back, Chloe thought. If she’s a machine, then she wasn’t exactly born in one of the nation states of the UNE.

      “Search results have turned up no results, Captain,” EVE said, tilting her head back to face Xavier. “Whatever this psionic anomaly is, it is blocking all attempts at locating its direct source from within the ship.”

      “Fuck me,” Xavier grumbled. “I don’t suppose your Radiance friends slipped something into your meals, did they?” he said to Chloe.

      Chloe smiled then replied, “We could do a test—have all five of us leave. If the anomaly vanishes, then it’s one of us.”

      “This is outrageous!” exclaimed a voice from the opposite end of the bridge. Chloe quickly took notice that the person spoke in the Radiance language.

      Chloe spun her weightless body around, to see the sight of a Rabuabin psionic floating before a communication terminal. The horns on his head were large and extended outward, unlike most female Rabuabin whose horns were smaller and curved to form a C shape. His hair and tail had a light-brown color to it, while the typical psionic cybernetic implants adorned his shirtless, athletically fit body. A small holographic projection of an Aryile man was before him, no doubt the person he was yelling at.

      “And no, he is not the source. We took his arse into consideration with our scans,” Xavier said.

      “Psionic Za Michei seems to be significantly more aggressive this evening, Captain,” EVE said while staring at the Rabuabin psionic.

      “Don’t put me on hold! I need an answer right now!” Michei yelled at the Aryile hologram in their language.

      “I’d pay good money for him to shut it,” Xavier said.

      “Mind if I talked with him? I can speak their language,” Chloe offered.

      “Michei can speak English. He’s just too much of an arsehole to deal with. Can’t wait ‘til he gets his fuckin’ transfer,” Xavier said to Chloe. “But go right ahead. He might respect you more than the rest of us.”

      “I can speak all known languages, both human and extraterrestrial,” EVE added.

      “And he resents your very existence,” Xavier reminded EVE, then returned to the hologram he was looking at as Chloe floated toward Michei at the aft section of the bridge.

      She stopped next to him, using a chair beside him as a means to stop her from floating into the computer terminals in front of them. “Excuse me.”

      “Yes! What?” Michei screamed, cutting Chloe off.

      “Your voice is carrying.”

      “Oh, and I suppose you want me to do something about it?” Michei said as he spun to face Chloe.

      “I’m sorry. I cannot find any records of your transfer. Officially you are the Radiance liaison psionic for the Winston Churchill until further notice,” said the Aryile in the holographic projection.

      Michei’s fingers turned into a fist as he spun back around to address the hologram. “I’ll give you something to be sorry about! What’s your supervisor’s name?”

      “Sir, please.”

      “Never mind. I’ll find out myself. When I’m done, you—my friend—are going to be taking a permanent vacation from your job. I hope your service record is good.” The Aryile man in the hologram raised his arms in a fuck-this manner, and then the projection vanished. “Now what can I do for you?” Michei asked, facing Chloe once more.

      “What’s with the attitude?”

      “That is with the attitude.” He pointed at EVE, who was still staring at him. “She’s supposed to be my replacement. Humans figured they have the solution for the lack of psionics in your society, so they built that monstrosity over there to take on the role that a shipboard psionic would normally do. So I requested to be transferred, I’m useless to the crew and would rather not see the skills I worked so hard on be undermined by human technology.”

      “Pretty sure most of this tech came from your people.”

      “Not all of it, that android uses quantum computing,” he explained. “Your kind already started developing and studying quantum computers and building primitive androids long before the war. All we did was help bring your kind up to date.”

      “So I guess the transfer hasn’t been approved?” Chloe said crossing her arms.

      “I have been approved! But someone in command is playing games, lying about it. They want me to stay here, they want me to feel useless, and they want me to be miserable.” He sighed and then sat down to monitor ship functions via his terminal. “I’m being punished.”

      “For what?”

      His fingers raced across the computers controls, before revealing, “Word of advice, human, never have sex with your commanding officer’s daughter.”
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* * *

      Geneva, Earth, Sol System

      Geneva was a UNE “green zone,” meaning it was devoid of all HLF activity; its population included purely human and Radiance races. The city remained mostly intact during the Hashmedai invasion of Earth. Given its history as an international city and home to the Red Cross and United Nations, it was, without hesitation, named the capital of the UNE. One of the major changes to the city was the inclusion of Earth Cube, the primary government building of the UNE, housing the president of Earth, Mariana Salamanca, EISS HQ below it, and the central command for the UNE military.

      Earth Cube appeared as a cube-shaped object covered in glass windows across every section of it. It sat on an artificially created island floating in the calming waves of Lake Geneva with a wide suspension bridge connecting it to the rest of the city. On a sunny day, the glass-clad Earth Cube reflected off the blue waters of Lake Geneva, along with sunshine from above and the odd clouds in the sky. In some way, it truly looked like Earth in a cube form.

      High above the skies of Geneva was a fleet of drones, armed with rail guns and plasma missiles, keeping the population safe in case of a surprise Hashmedai Empire attack and discouraging the HLF from conducting any terrorist activities. The rooftops of Earth Cube had landing pads with UNE and Radiance transport ships parked. The central landing pad housed Earth Ship One, personal transport ship of the UNE president.

      President Mariana Salamanca stood in her office inside Earth Cube. The elderly Spanish woman wore a black blouse along with a knee-length businesslike skirt. Small reading glasses were perched atop her head, their arms nestled into her brown hair which was slowly turning gray.

      The Geneva skyline, visible from the window, featured Lake Geneva separating the city from the artificial island. Blinding sunlight shone in, illuminating the president’s office. Her guests included Ure Fiesei, an agent from the Whisper, Radiance intelligence; and Ure Crimei, viceroy to the Radiance Council. The two men were Linl. Crimei had thinning red hair and wore traditional white-and-yellow Radiance political robes. His were modified to allow his psionic cybernetics to be exposed. As such, his robe had no chest section on it and resembled more of a cape with a hood and sleeves.

      Fiesei, however, puzzled Mariana. At every encounter with him thus far, she recalled him wearing human business suits, like the gray and black one that rested on his body. Part of his cover? she wondered. After all, the Whisper was deployed to monitor the situation on Earth covertly, namely how humanity was adjusting to its new way of life.

      “Magnificent, isn’t it?” Fiesei said as he stood next to Mariana, gazing out the same window. “A shining beacon of hope for your people, and proof that my people will always be here to support your species.”

      Mariana winced at his comment, then said, “Some people wonder how long it will be before it becomes property of the Radiance Union.”

      “Which brings us to the topic at hand.” Crimei said, taking a seat on the circular sofa directly in front of her desk.

      “Yes.” Fiesei said as he and Mariana sat down to join Crimei. “Humanity’s admittance into the Radiance Union.”

      “It’s a…controversial topic for both of our people,” Crimei said. “Many years ago, our council voted to keep our distance from your kind outside of scientific research.”

      “But here we are. You helped rebuild our planet when the empire tried to burn it into oblivion,” said Mariana.

      “Our laws demanded that we take action,” Crimei said. “Now the question is…what actions do we take from here?”

      Mariana took a long deep breath while adjusting her glasses and said, “You know enough of our world to know that we have many cultures, religions, and traditions. Joining Radiance means we’ll have to abandon all of it, and embrace an alien way of living our lives.”

      “The Javnis, Rabuabin, Vorcambreum, and Linl all faced the same disputation,” explained Fiesei. “But in the end, they found that the benefits were too good to turn away from. The galaxy is a very dangerous place; only through unity can your species truly survive as the years go by.”

      “The Hashmedai Empire is standing their ground solo,” said Mariana to Fiesei.

      “Their empire is falling apart century by century; we could wipe out their home world easily if we wanted to. But such a battle would cost tens of thousands of lives and ships in the process—not worth the effort.”

      “Are you certain the transition to the union will be painless?” Crimei asked.

      “Hundreds of people every day have converted to the Radiance religion; your military already takes part in joint operations with ours. Plus we have the humans living on Lejorania Sanctum who have already partly embraced the Radiance way of life.” Fiesei’s voice was charming yet worrying, like a car salesman trying to get rid of bad merchandise. “I very much think humans are ready to become the sixth member of the union. We just need to take our time to make the transition.”

      Crimei’s hands folded together as he uttered his next, highly important words. “We just need the Hashmedai living here to be removed.”
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      Gavin’s hands dug deep inside of his duffel bag. Beneath the piles of apparel, playing cards, and souvenirs from Lejorania Sanctum, lay something he valued more than anything in life. Something that could never be replaced, something that kept calling out to him, like a child who wanted a hug from a parent. His hands rose from the bag carrying a red gem with a white glowing orb in the center of it. An object his dead wife damn near guarded with her life, to the point that she requested Chloe take it and give it to Gavin. She made the request with her last bit of strength before succumbing to wounds, thanks to the Hashmedai.

      His hands pressed the gem to his chest while he knelt down and shut his eyes. The gem returned the comforting favor by removing all pain in his heart caused by the memory of his dead wife and unborn child—a pact the gem and Gavin’s unconscious mind made shortly after he left Earth.
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      K’iel Outpost, Yovinrok, Morutrin System

      Purple and blue lights radiated across the dark lounge. Typical sign that the place you entered was either owned by Hashmedai or had a large Hashmedai clientele. The strippers on stage were another sign, one of many signs Jake “Jazz” Johnson had quickly picked up over the last year or so.

      The Morutrin system, or renegade system as he liked to call it, was home to Hashmedai and Radiance Union riffraff who were not quite welcomed in their respective galactic communities. Salvagers, pirates, raiders, wanderers, exiles, slave traders, and shady people took up residence within this contested region of space and spent much of their spare time sitting at bars such as this one gazing at the exotic dancers elegantly who strutted about in ways Jazz never thought possible. It wasn’t just their slick dance moves; it was the gravity of the moon where this establishment was located. The moon had a weak gravitational pull on par with the gravity from the moon back at Earth. Earth…Damn, he did he ever miss that rock.

      Jazz’s empty beer glass bit by bit floated down to the bar counter before him. The hand of the Hashmedai bartender whisked it away, and then he asked, “Another one?”

      “I’m fine,” Jazz said in the Hashmedai language. “Can’t drink too much, I got stuff to take care of.”

      “Figured as much,” said the bartender. “We don’t get many Linl visiting.”

      Jazz smirked. The number of people out here who mistook him for a Linl rather than some black guy from Earth always amused him. On that note of amusement, he looked back at the stage. A sexy Hashmedai girl with light-pink hair was seconds away from showing the goodies underneath her top, with the aid of her two codancers.

      Strippers out here were different from what he was used to back on Earth. The dances performed were in some way like a stage play. They had a story and characters, not just hot women getting naked. Not that similar ones didn’t exist like on Earth—oh no, Hashmedai were no stranger to the concept of lap dances.

      A faint beeping sound coming from the side pocket of his black trench coat outfit, interrupted his viewing experience. He sighed, releasing chilly mist from his mouth, as his hands reached down to grab a handheld communicator.

      “Yo what is it?” Jazz spoke directly into the communicator. “I’m trying to enjoy these firm tits.”

      A female Hashmedai voice replied, “Orange eyes, dark-green hair, scar on the left of his head—do you see him?” It was Veloshira Snapshot.

      Jazz arose from his seat while scanning the surrounding area, his eyes looking for the Hashmedai in question. There he was, and like Jazz, he got to his feet. “Yeah.”

      “That’s him. Don’t let him out of your sight,” Veloshira transmitted back.

      “He’s moving,” Jazz said, as the Hashmedai man began to move toward the exit.

      “Probably heading to the cargo hold.”

      “Perfect, I’ll follow. How long will you be?”

      “I’m on the other side of this base; I’ll be a few minutes.”

      The microgravity of the moon forced Jazz to walk like the astronauts during the first moon landing, as he pursued his target down a dark corridor. Hashmedai hustlers chirped loud and hard in an attempt to move products off their tables to would-be buyers. A set of stairs led the Hashmedai he was following down to the lower level and into a connecting corridor on the left, exactly where Veloshira predicted.

      They entered an enormous room littered with large white-and-gray cubes laid before the two. Little did the Hashmedai man know that Jazz stalked his every step under the cover of his personal cloaking device, creating a blurry distortion field. Fortunately, the lighting was dim enough that even a good pair of eyes would have a hard time figuring out that a stealth person was present. The maze of cargo containers seemed never ending to Jazz as he followed and moved behind him. Finally, his movement stopped. Jazz did the same and then analyzed the situation unfolding.

      Two Hashmedai men stepped forward from the shadows. Jazz’s mind didn’t recognize one of them, but the other man? Yellow glowing eyes, gray hair, creamy skin—it was Captain Leinuo, Hashmedai deserter from the invasion of Earth—Jazz and Veloshira’s primary target.

      “I got eyes on Leinuo. Cargo hold, like you said,” Jazz whispered into his communicator.

      “I’m almost there,” Veloshira transmitted back.

      Jazz’s semi-invisible hands reached inside his coat. Four cold metallic disk-shaped objects fell into the palms of his hands, disk traps. As the three Hashmedai talked, Jazz placed each disk in a circular pattern around them. His finger tapped a button on his wrist strap computer interface. The invisible traps emitted a faint hum, signaling to him that they were armed and ready while he ascended to the top of a nearby cargo container.

      His eyes glared down at the three Hashmedai, who were now visibly frustrated with one another. Guess their deal fell through, Jazz thought, while he pulled out a foldable plasma rifle that he had carried, concealed beneath his black coat. The rectangular-shaped object unfolded four times, releasing a four-second hissing noise while the sound of its mechanical joints snapped together.

      “Avearan!” shouted the green-haired Hashmedai whom Jazz had followed. “Show the good captain here why you don’t waste my time!”

      Jazz’s finger hovered just above the trigger as he saw a young woman stepping out from behind a cargo container. She wore a long dress and a small, loose-fitting halter top, revealing a network of cybernetic implants between her breasts and across her belly. A psionic, she was going after his target. His paycheck. Fuck.

      Jazz’s cloak became disabled, freeing up battery strength for his rifle to power up and fire. The battery transferred wirelessly between the two. And what a fiery display it unleashed, briefly lighting the dimly lit room with flashes of green as plasma balls rained down on the Hashmedai below, sending everyone running to cover. One trap disk activated, covering that psionic Avearan in a blue glowing stasis net. Two more were triggered, sending a strong restricting shield to freeze Leinuo and his companion.

      The psionic quickly became a concerning sight. This was the first time Jazz had trapped one with these devices. Psionic shields can usually resist the effects of the stasis net. She obviously didn’t have hers active at the time, or it just wasn’t strong enough. This made Jazz wonder if her psionic mind was powerful enough to break free and release her. His pondering came to an unexpected end as the green-haired man removed his jacket as if he were some kind of damn superhero. Underneath the jacket was his bare body, augmented with psionic cybernetics.

      “Well…Fuck,” muttered Jazz in English.

      “I hear weapons’ fire. Are you OK?” communicated Veloshira.

      The green-haired psionic levitated toward the ceiling while his cybernetics released a bright glow of blue light. “No!” shouted Jazz as he leaped off the container.

      His body glided to the floor like a piece of paper falling from the sky. Upon landing, he made a tactical retreat behind a cargo container. Seconds later, he felt the wave of intense heat from exploding white fireballs falling next to him. Jazz’s body once again faded into a distortion field at the push of a large button his wrist strap. Perfect timing. The psionic came to hover directly above Jazz. Jazz looked up to see his head reposition about but did nothing else before floating toward another cluster of cargo to do the same.

      Jazz’s semiweightless feet carried him back to the source of the fiasco. Leinuo and his partner remained frozen within the grip of the stasis net along with the other psionic, Avearan. Not that she was of any importance. Leinuo, however—his head was where the money was at. Jazz reappeared, armed with his secondary weapon, a plasma sword shaped like katana. A swift cleave from Jazz’s green glowing blade delivered the desired results. As Leinuo’s beheaded body fell to the floor, another figure emerged from the shadows.

      “Beat you to it,” said Jazz to the figure, his partner Veloshira.

      Veloshira’s glowing orange eyes stared down at the now dead Hashmedai captain briefly, before rising up toward Jazz. “For once,” she said.

      “So what about him?” Jazz said while aiming his blade toward Leinuo’s partner.

      “He means nothing to us.”

      “Good,” he said while thrusting his blade through the Hashmedai’s chest, causing the stasis net to dissipate upon detecting no signs of life within its victim. Jazz’s hands started a frantic search through the man’s clothes, namely his pockets. That data crystal had to be here…Somewhere.

      “We’ve got to go,” said Veloshira.

      “Just a second,” Jazz said. His fingers felt a diamond-shaped object in the back pouch. That had to be it.

      Just then, Veloshira’s hand gripped Jazz’s shoulder, jolting it hard. “No, we really need to go right now.”

      “What is it?” he asked, following her line of sight forward, toward where that female psionic was neutralized…Oh fuck.

      As his hand took the data crystal, his head reluctantly turned around to face what Veloshira was staring at. He saw two psionics, the green-haired one and Avearan; the female one floating above. It looked like psionics could break free of the stasis net. Either that or her body got her out while they were distracted. It didn’t matter now. The psionic duo clasped hands together, causing them to glow orange.

      Veloshira and Jazz vanished from sight, seeking refuge at the far corner off the cargo hold. Their escape caused them to narrowly avoid the flaming hellfire rain from the angry duo psionic.
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* * *

      Transport Ship, Morutrin asteroid belt, Morutrin System

      The transition from low gravity to zero gravity was seamless, and somewhat relaxing. A psionic getting the drop on you in a situation like that rarely ended well. Two of them? You better have a well-timed exit plan. Veloshira did a fine job of that by “borrowing” the good captain’s transport ship that he used to dock at that that moon—what did they call it? Yovinrok?

      Small asteroids began to populate the blackness of space, seen from the forward window of the transport. This was a sign that they were on course toward the inner planets of the Morutrin system and a sign that they’d have to listen to two more hours of the engine’s faint hum and the random beep of the transport’s scanners, warning of the presence of Radiance Union ships at the edge of the system. Ships that wouldn’t do a damn thing as long as the Hashmedai ships making their rounds were nearby.

      Fifteen minutes later, humming and computer sounds continued. Neither of the two said a word, just as he expected. “So.” he said.

      “Yes?”

      “How long will it be for the Assassins’ Guild to award us for this mission?” Pointless chitchat, the only way to remind her that he’s not just some alien. He’s her partner in crime.

      “Quickly, I hope,” Veloshira said as her pale hands danced across the computer terminal. “This is the sixth deserter we ended in the last month.” She paused while gazing up toward the ceiling. “No one else in the guild has had this much success.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, and keep in mind, we are of the nonpsionic class of assassins. We are considered weaker and less likely to succeed.”

      She had a point. Jazz had seen firsthand what psionic assassins were able to do, back during the invasion of Earth. And as he recalled, the concept of nonpsionics being recruited into the Assassins’ Guild was a new program that was created during his cryo sleep from Earth to the Hashmedai Empire. There just weren’t enough Hashmedai psionics going around.

      With that said…

      “They should fix us with a bigger reward, then,” Jazz concluded.

      “Agreed—never mind the fact that I am still training you,” Veloshira said. “Master-and-apprentice teams typically take on smaller tasks so as not to overwhelm the new recruit.”

      The data crystal Jazz stole earlier floated out from his unsealed chest pocket. Veloshira glanced at it with a puzzled look on her face, stroking her weightless hand across the top of her white bobbed hair.

      “A Radiance data crystal?” she asked.

      “Yep, homeboy had it.”

      “Why would a Hashmedai carry such a thing?”

      Because he’s working for the Celestial Order, was what Jazz wanted to say. But Veloshira was still an outsider when it came to knowledge of that shadowy organization. For all he knew, she too could be secretly working for it. He had spent the last year looking into this group without an assassin’s blade being pushed into his guts. He’d like to keep it that way.

      “Well this is Morutrin,” he said. “Radiance and Hashmedai stuff tends to mesh.” Playing the role of someone who doesn’t know any better.

      “Those two weren’t here that long.” She wasn’t born yesterday, that’s for damn sure.

      A few minutes later, her hands unbuckled the seat belt that held her petite body in place. She slowly floated upward, away from her chair, before launching her body toward the back. Her black skirt and long trench coat outfit waved as she kicked and swam through.

      “What’s up?” Jazz asked.

      “I’m hungry,” she said. “Let’s hope they had rations stored back here.”

      “All I ever see you eat is fucking rations, girl,” Jazz said, keeping his eyesight toward the window. Her body was still in a horizontal position, judging by the reflection. “When was the last time you had something that had to be cooked?”

      “This is Morutrin; everyone uses currency to acquire things…including food.”

      “So?”

      “I’m Hashmedai. We have no use for such a system.”

      Slave labor, forced careers, it wasn’t a system he agreed with. But it allowed the Hashmedai people to live in a society where money was not needed. Unless they lived in Morutrin—then the Radiance way of capitalism came into play.

      “That’s the problem; we’ve been operating within this star system for almost a year now. If you’re going to be living out in these parts, you need to have money to survive.” He saw the reflection of her body becoming vertical. “Hence, why I always request my reward for assassinations to be in the form of credit chits, I know the empire has a stockpile of them lying around—you know—since it’s useless.”

      And because they looted it from Radiance cities they razed or people in the Morutrin system, the Assassins’ Guild wanted to disappear. Which reminded Jazz, he never checked to see if Leinuo or his companion had credit chits.

      Veloshira launched her body back toward Jazz with three, silver colored packets in her hands. As she approached Jazz, she flicked one package toward him; it turned and spun, slamming into his forehead. Her laughter caused her hair to wave about aimlessly.

      “Eat it,” she said as she tried to suppress her laughs. “You haven’t consumed anything in the last four hours. And it will be two hours or so by the time we get to Morutrin Prime.”

      “You sound like my mother,” Jazz said, reaching his hand forward to grab the silver package now floating away from him.

      Her laughs finally subsided, giving her the chance to speak clearly. “That’s because I am one, now eat.”

      His hands ripped away at the silver packaging, revealing what lay inside, dehydrated meat, by the looks. “You ever had Rabuabin food before?” he asked.

      “I have not.”

      “Good, there’s a Rabuabin restaurant close to where I’m staying. I’m meeting up with some friends there. You should join us.” His teeth bit down into the hard piece of meaty leather. “And have some real food for once!”
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* * *

      Morutrin Prime, Morutrin System

      The two-hour journey finally concluded, indicated by Veloshira’s fist jabbing Jazz in the shoulder. His eyes sprung open instantly to the sight of the massive planet out the forward window. A brief light show of red heat waves danced on the rippling blue effect of the transport’s shields, as they descended toward the planet’s surface, more specifically the southernmost continent.

      The darkness of space became the golden skies of a luscious cloud-free sunset. Port Shala, an enormous metropolis, appeared as the transport quickly closed the distance between it and the surface. Rectangular skyscrapers extended high in the skies, many of them towering over the nearby mountain the city was built next to. The shadows and lights emitting from the skyline reflected off the ocean directly south.

      Jazz was so caught up in the imagery that he failed to notice gravity was once again back in the transport. And the fact that Veloshira was trying to ask him an important question.

      “Jazz?”

      “Yeah, sorry.”

      “Which landing port?”

      “Right,” he said as the orange glow from the sunset faded away from the transport’s cockpit. The hulking skyline they flew between blocked it out from view. “Use port seven-seven-eight.”

      Her fingers inputted the course into the terminal, and the transport made a right turn between a cluster of larger buildings. Directly in front lay a large landing pad on top of an immense cube-shaped structure. “Home sweet home,” Jazz said in English.

      Veloshira’s boots splashed through a large puddle just outside where she parked the transport. Must have been raining earlier today, Jazz thought as he stepped out of the transport. The humid air outside felt blissful, warming Jazz’s body up from the icy temperatures inside the transport.

      “So.” she said, turning back to face Jazz, “when are you seeing your friends?”

      “This time tomorrow perhaps. I’m going to head to my place to relax for a few.”

      “Good, that will give me plenty of time to contact the guild rep here to let them know we finished this mission.” She continued her walk toward the elevator. “If you can’t contact me, then go without me.”

      “Do your best to be free,” he shouted toward her as her body slid away behind the sliding doors of the elevator. “Because god knows you need friends.” he whispered to himself.
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* * *

      Port Shala, Morutrin Prime, Morutrin System

      High-rise buildings became a standard within old Linl worlds and in much of the Radiance Union. Houses were quite rare and often discouraged from being constructed, as you can’t fit a lot of people within such a small space. Due to the nature of space travel, those who work in space typically left their homes dormant for decades while they conducted business or worked in their space baseline of work. Any given condo had at least 30 percent of its suites idle, as those who lived there were spacers.

      The soft hissing sound of the elevator’s sliding doors caused Jazz’s wandering mind to return to reality. That being the rapid transit platform connected to the midsection of the docking platform. The transit platform rested on top of an overhanging balcony, providing a breathtaking view of the city’s skyline from a lower angle. A network of raised glass tunnels floating in the air housed all trains while in transit. As he stepped into the designated waiting area, he could hear the sounds of an uncountable number of trams screeching across the city like racecars making another lap on the track.

      An overbooked tram decelerated before him as its doors opened wide to begin an exchange of riders and patiently waiting platform passengers such as Jazz. A soft computer-generated noise beep emitted, indicating that the immediate shutting of the sliding doors was imminent. The tram sped off into the nearby glass tunnel while the dark, golden light of the setting sun baked the exterior of it.

      Every damn seat taken, Jazz thought as he stood shoulder to shoulder among Linl and Hashmedai passengers. Just about every inch of space from the entrance to the main walkway had someone standing in it. Even alien transit trains were jam-packed like the TTC subways back in Toronto. Hell, the whole experience was borderline similar. Just replace humans with Linl and Hashmedai, cell phones and newspapers with data pads and holographic windows, and dark underground tunnels with a tram that commuted at the midlevel of big-ass skyscrapers. At least there was no need to hold on to a handlebar; inertia dampers kept everyone still during the high-speed race through the tunnels and sudden stops at stations.

      An automated computer voiced the location of the next stop, Block twenty-five ninety. A large skyscraper that branched off into three separate towers about 60 or 70 percent of the way up was where he stood after getting off. For the last year, Jazz called this building, home.

      And it felt good to be back.

      He took the minimalist approach to laying out his suite. Like the other 30 percent or so of people living in this high-rise dwelling, he was a spacer. While most of the work he’d done thus far had been exclusively within the Morutrin system, it was only a matter of time before he had to branch out to someplace on the ass end of the galaxy. Or perhaps back to Earth. With that said, why bother having a fancy place if it’s going to remain untouched for several decades. Table, storage cabinet, and a comfortable sofa were all he needed in the main area. Beyond the glass sliding door off to the left was the bedroom, and even that had the bare minimum, a bed and a clothing cabinet. Nothing more, nothing less.

      A wave of cold air hit Jazz hard as he stepped into the threshold of his home up on the 149th floor. As comforting as it was, considering it must have been close to forty-eight degrees centigrade outside, this was too cold. He sighed, releasing white mist from his mouth before stepping toward his Linl-designed sofa. Swift strokes from his fingers across his wrist pad sent a disengage signal to his black assassin’s armor. The suit powered down and shredded away from his muscular dark body; only an undershirt and boxers remained. The temperature needed to be changed soon before his sweat-drenched body turned into a shivering one.

      A holographic screen appeared as he sat down on the frosty sofa. Text written in the Linl language loaded, listing various options from entertainment options, security options, food and water storage levels, and of course, environment control. His finger hovered next to the environment option, triggering a subholo window to materialize.

      Current temperature: Suite 100 Kaligans, Bedroom 500 Kaligans. His eyes shut as he tried to remember how Linl temperature units worked. As he recalled, water froze at 115. Why the fuck is it so cold?

      A cold and damp hand suddenly but gently gripped his neck. Razor-sharp retractable claws sprung forth from the hand seconds later. He reacted by shutting down the subholo window, then sliding his finger above the food and water storage option from the main menu.

      “Well that explains the temp,” Jazz said as a new subholographic window appeared, displaying an image of various Linl meals he had available within his food stores.

      “You’re not fun at all.”

      “I ate nothing but rations all day, Phylarlie,” Jazz said.

      “Which brings me to my next demand,” Phylarlie said while releasing her grip. “What do you have to eat here?”

      She leaped over the top of the sofa, landing her bottom next to him. He was impressed at how easily she was able to do that considering the gravity here was slightly stronger than that of Earth. He then looked at his Hashmedai companion as her hand removed a strand of her black hair away from her red-orange eyes.

      “I didn’t know you were going to be back so soon,” he said.

      “I hit another dead end,” Phylarlie said. “I’m starting to think she wasn’t here very long.”

      Since returning from Earth along with him, Phylarlie became obsessed with tracking down someone of importance to her. Who that person was, remained a mystery to Jazz. All he was able to put together was that said individual spent time here in the Morutrin system. Now Phylarlie spent all her time chasing down leads. And stretching out on Jazz’s sofa when the trail goes cold, much like what she was doing right now, using his legs as a footrest.

      “So how long is my place going to feel like an icebox?” asked Jazz.

      “Your bedroom is still set for human temperatures.”

      He saw how comfortable she lay back across the rest of the sofa. She was wearing a long white shirt and nothing else, as indicated by the sight of the opening between her legs. The shirt was probably his, and it wasn’t the first time she put his clothes on.

      Her right foot came to rest on top of his shoulder, causing him to roll his eyes. She merely laughed, then said, “I’m hungry. Do something about it.”

      “You couldn’t get something to eat before you came back?” he asked while his arm forced her foot away from him.

      “I’m Hashmedai,” she replied. “I have no credits to buy food.”

      Or help pay rent.

      His head returned to stare at the holographic screen while her foot returned to rest up on top of his shoulder. “How about that Ienthan marinated steak you got?” she asked as the picture of it appeared on the hologram.

      His arm once again rose to knock her foot off his shoulder. “I’m saving that for guests,” he said.

      Her foot came right back, this time the heel of it, crashing into his arm. “I’m your guest!”

      The heel of her foot pushed into his arm repeatedly. She was annoying the hell out of him, and there was only way this was going to end. The same way, he’d handled it every time she crashed at his place only to provoke him.

      “All right, that’s enough!” he shouted.

      She sat up quickly with a smug look across her face as he leaned toward her to confront her. “Do something about it!” she said in a taunting manner, and then forced his head to slam into hers with the aid of her hands.

      Several seconds passed as the two stared into each other’s eyes, wondering who was going to react first. Her tongue provided him that answer as it slid down his cheek while her hands firmly held his head in place. Cold mist from her mouth blew out toward the now wet side of his face; the feeling only dropped his body temperature more. Not that she cared; she repeated the process, this time with his lips.

      “I said do something about,” she whispered.

      He grinned before his hands gripped her hips. Her body fell forward, forcing her to lie on him, while his hands slithered down toward her ass. That nice firm ass he loved to squeeze and slap when she rested on him like this. As much as he wanted to continue this romp, as much as he wanted to continue stroke her light blue skin, while she continued to lick him, there was a problem.

      “Too cold, isn’t it?” she asked while removing her hand from his boxers.

      “Yeah.”

      “Good thing I’m always one step ahead,” she said while her red-orange eyes stared at the glass sliding door that led to the bedroom.

      Much better, Jazz thought as the heat from his room, quickly began to return his body temperature to normal. The walls had a slight glow to them as the last few hours of sunlight for the day beamed in from the window above the bed. The bed on which Phylarlie’s body unexpectedly fell upon as Jazz’s hands shoved her.

      “You’re a brave one,” she said while pushing her body back up. “Sneaking up behind an assassin like that.”

      “I’m one now unless you forgot,” said Jazz while acting on her from behind once more, kissing the back of her neck.

      Seconds later, she was naked, which wasn’t difficult, as that shirt was the only thing she had on. His hands rose from her hips, traveling across her light-blue Hashmedai skin, resting on her breasts. Sweat was already starting to drip from her body, no doubt the heat of the room affecting her. All that time she spent on Earth, and she still wasn’t used to human room temperature.

      Her breathing began to deepen as one of her hands was magnetized to the goods between her legs. On that note, his goods were still covered up. His handiwork with her chest ended as he directed them to shed his clothing, revealing his chiseled chest and naked body. Now, where was I? he thought and then gazed down at the sight of her ass. Aw yeah.

      His hands worked their way down her waist, toward its intended destination. “Too slow,” she muttered. Then, without warning, she spun, tackling Jazz down and across the fabric of the mattress with her quick Hashmedai speed.

      The low lighting triggered her eyes to glow slightly while she looked down at him, pinning his shoulders down. He felt how wet and sticky the fingers on her right hand were. She was more than ready and so was he. The two wrestled back and forth across the bed, the only way to solve a disagreement as to who should be on top. She won the first round, though he felt the occasional telekinetic force pushing against his body, giving her the advantage; the gravity of this world didn’t help. She rode him intently for a few minutes. That’s OK, he thought and waited for her guard to lower. Her moans echoed throughout the suite and seconds later her glowing eyes shut, as she periodically leaned backward to catch the cool draft from the living room. She was going to need it to stay focused.

      His arms shoved her body to the side of the mattress, while he rose to his knees above her. His hips worked like a jackhammer, savoring every moment while her left leg rested against his shoulder.

      Her body was now covered in sweat, significantly more than his was. It was as if she stepped out of the shower; the environment was taking its toll on her body. She rode him again, refusing to give up, refusing to take a break. Jazz couldn’t tell what was sexier as he looked up: her soaking-wet tits bouncing up and down, her hips working overtime, or her determination to have four orgasms. In any case, she wasn’t done with him yet.
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      Helspan, Epsilon Eridani System

      Helspan was a small rocky terrestrial world littered with craters and jagged mountains. No water, no trees, no life with the exception of its Hashmedai population. Because of its distance from Cerbillon, a.k.a. Epsilon Eridani, the planet received only a fraction of the light from its parent star, making it an ideal planet for the Hashmedai to set up a colony.

      The Hashmedai presence in the system was still new compared to other systems they had inhabited. At one point, the empire had no plans to set up shop here. The Cerbillon system was located in an unexplored region of space close to the borders of the Radiance Union and old Linl worlds before they joined the union. The Hashmedai’s first ventures into this region resulted in the conflict between them and the Linl, which ultimately resulted in the Linl joining the union and the Morutrin system becoming the contested star system it is today.

      The Hashmedai presence here had one purpose: to keep an eye on Radiance as they studied the human race, which lived only ten and a half light-years away. After the failed invasion of Earth, the planet Helspan was given a new purpose: observe the newly formed UNE as they branched out into the stars, the seventh known race on the galactic stage.

      A hotel located on Helspan’s northern hemisphere housed Noylarlie Atonement, Archmage of the Hashmedai Empire for the fourth week and final week, at least that’s what she hoped. She slid off the bed where she spent the night, or day—it was hard to tell at times with the short day and night cycles as well as the faint sunlight. Her left hand patted a sore spot on her back—second time this week, terrible bed. Nothing like the one she’d gotten used to back at the imperial palace when she made her home there. The bed inside the Crimson Arrow wasn’t any better, which is part of the reason she opted to stay in the hotel; that and it gave her a small break, a chance to sleep in a room and look out a window when she woke up.

      A new message indicator flashed on her hotel room’s computer terminal. About time, she thought and merged her mind with the computer to access it. A message written by administrator Payi beamed into her thoughts; none of it was good news. “Crimson Arrow must be searched,” is where she stopped reading and shut down the message. A few seconds later, her psionic mind demanded the computer terminal to contact Payi. His appearance loaded in a holographic display, blue skin, black hair, almost like her.

      “Ah, greetings, is there anything I can do for you?” Payi said.

      “You can start by resending me your message, stating the opposite of what you wrote,” Noylarlie demanded.

      “I’m sorry, but as I said, the space bridge in the system isn’t used to this much activity,” Payi explained. “Prior to the invasion of Earth, our psionic slaves working on the space bridge were transferred elsewhere.”

      Her fist crashed onto the surface of the terminal, “I am an Archmage, and I insist you place the priority of my ship above the rest and not insult me with a search!” Her index finger cocked at the hologram as her voice grew stronger with each word. “Make me wait any longer and I will kill you, kill your mate, kill your children, and force your dying old mother to watch.” Her psionic mind had quickly accessed his bio via the knowledge network to double-check she had the right administrator. Oh yeah, it’s him all right, and his whole family lives in this system.

      “OK, I’ll get to the point. Your status as an Archmage has been temporally nullified until the empress can speak with you, as you might—”

      “What?”

      “You vanished after your mission for Jerut in Morutrin. You provided no explanation, made no contact before leaving the space bridge, and made no contact after you came out of cryo from…wherever you went.”

      Archmages were expected to transmit or telepathically communicate with the empress if they were going to be out of contact for multiple years because of space travel. Noylarlie neglected to do any of that. For one thing, not even the empress knew of the black ops mission. Additionally, Noylarlie wasn’t adept at telepathic communication, and she would rather few people knew until she got better, if she got better. Telepathic thoughts required mental stability, something she lacked.

      “I didn’t know you hated your family that much,” Noylarlie said with her arms crossed.

      “We have to search all ships in the system for deserters from the Earth invasion. No exception will be made for you because of your status.”

      “I’ll start with your children.” The hologram vanished as she sighed.

      She knew that carrying out her threats, as satisfying as it would be, wouldn’t get her to Earth. With her status the way it was, she would have only been labeled as a traitor, and the military would come to fight her. She could kill them, and at one point she seriously considered it. But in the end, it wasn’t worth it. She would eventually end up tired from the mind strain caused by the excessive use of psionics and meet her end.

      Blue light flashed from Noylarlie’s teleportation into the Crimson Arrow’s cockpit. Ary Parcisei, her Aryile partner in crime—the sole reason why she could not have the ship searched—sat in one of the three chairs. One of his hands held on to a Radiance data pad while the other raced across one of the various computer terminals decorating the cockpit. Noylarlie’s body winced at the uncomfortable high temperatures of the cockpit, and quite possibly the entire ship.

      “Parcisei.” she grumbled.

      His head snapped to attention, and he stared at her. “Ah, just in time!” he said in the Hashmedai language.

      “To what? Die of heat stroke?”

      “You were in the hotel, my friend. It was freezing in here,” he said.

      “They want to search the ship, and I can’t get out of it,” she said as she took a seat up front.

      “Oh, but you can.” There was a hint of optimism in his voice. Enough to cause Noylarlie’s mouth to curl at the side.

      “Explain,” she said.

      Parcisei’s scale-clad hands placed the data pad in his lap as spoke. “The Celestial Order has taken an interest in this system.” His hands motioned as he talked. “The deserters are being recruited and smuggled out.”

      “Get to the part where I’m supposed to care,” Noylarlie retorted. She was well aware of the deserter fiasco, after all.

      “Salvagers being paid by the order will smuggle me out to Morutrin,” he said with a smile.

      “We’re going to Earth, not Morutrin.”

      “Ah yes, but we’ll get there!” he said. “Salvagers take me on a little joyride to the Morutrin system, then you get the Crimson Arrow searched, take the space bridge to Morutrin, pick me up, then we take the space bridge there to Earth.”

      “I don’t like it; salvagers will do anything for credits. Who’s to say they won’t turn you in to the union for a price?”

      “Well, you see, I already contacted them.”

      You did what? “I really hope you’re joking and didn’t use my ship’s communication system without telling me.”

      “Oh, I most certainly did. There’s a ship already in the system coming in.”

      Both of Noylarlie’s hands rested on her blue face, a headache was growing as she yelled, “Parcisei!”

      “This plan will work; this I guarantee. In a few weeks, you and I will be on Earth, and nobody here will know that I was with you.” He continued to speak along with his hands as they waved around. “And let me tell you, the knowledge network has some interesting details about some of the foods humans have at their disposal. There’s this one fruit called an apple, and apparently it’s got a taste you can’t find anywhere in the union.”

      Noylarlie paid no attention to the rambling that came from his mouth. Parcisei wasn’t an expert on Hashmedaian computer systems. Multiple scenarios played on in her head as a result of hearing this. What if he sent out a systemwide broadcast by accident? What if he contacted pirates rather than salvagers in the system? “This is unbelievable,” she said, groaning.

      “Oh, true story. A scholar named Odelea wrote a detailed report on apples. Aryile chefs across the union are paying top dollar for anyone who can import them.”

      “Parcisei, shut up.”
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* * *

      The Dark Star was a three-hundred-year-old Hashmedai freighter. Its once eye-catching black-and-silver colors now appeared as a dull brown seasoned with scars of battle and sooty patchwork. Most parts of the ship now contained a mixture of Hashmedai, Linl, and Radiance technology, all looted from the remains of destroyed or abandoned ships in the Morutrin system.

      The Dark Star landed in Helspan’s northern settlement, the location where Avearan Slayer, the Dark Star’s strongest psionic, and their passenger, a Hashmedai woman named Fahia, directed Captain Trin Rage to land. The entire Hashmedai psionic crew of the Dark Star exited: Trin Rage, the captain; Wyngard Wisechild, second-in-command; Garif Risingdawn; and of course, Avearan Slayer with their guest, Fahia, behind.

      “All right, we’re not going to be here long. No drinking or whores—understood?” Trin said. Avearan and Wyngard acknowledged Trin’s request, but Garif remained silent. “Garif…that includes you too.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Garif said.

      “You aren’t on Taxah anymore,” Trin said to Garif. “Be thankful Avearan is willing to be your mate. Let’s meet back here in two hours. Remember, this system is controlled by the empire. If you see someone from the authorities, walk the other way. Fast.”

      Wyngard, Trin, and Garif walked away from the Dark Star, entering an elevator that led to the rest of the outpost. Avearan stayed behind as Fahia took a few steps across the docking bay, and then extended her finger toward a dark-crimson ship. “There,” Fahia said. “The Crimson Arrow.”

      Avearan stepped behind the tall Hashmedai woman, glancing at the ship she pointed at. “What kind of delicate cargo will we be transferring from the Crimson Arrow to the Dark Star?”

      “Not what, who.”

      “Another person? I don’t think the captain will approve.”

      “He doesn’t need to know,” Fahia said and removed a small square-shaped device from her pocket. “This is a Radiance holo emitter; it will overlay a fake image over the surface of a cryo tube. We just need to get our friend inside one of your cryo tubes; I’ll take care of the rest.”

      “Trin will put me out of the airlock if this goes wrong,” said Avearan.

      The two began to move closer to the Crimson Arrow. “Your crew is the only salvager ship that is made up of an entirely psionic crew,” Fahia said. “Killing you is only going to hurt that fearsome reputation your ship has.”

      “You don’t know the captain very well. He executed our engineer and his assistant two months ago because he wasn’t pleased with their performance,” Avearan’s fingers adjusted the oversize hairpin keeping her long dark purple hair back. “But…credits are credits.”

      “And these will be credits you don’t need to share with the rest of your crew.”

      “Let’s get this over with, then,” Avearan said as the two stopped in front of the main entrance to the Crimson Arrow.

      Fahia then added, “The Celestial Order will not forget about your assistance.”

      The doors to the Crimson Arrow opened, and a blue hand off to the side waved them in. The two entered as the doors quickly shut behind them. Out from the corner stepped the owner of the blue hand that waved them in, a lovely psionic woman with soft blue skin and raven-black hair. She wore standard psionic attire that matched the color of the ship.

      “We meet at last, Archmage Noylarlie,” Fahia said to the woman.

      “Ah this is just a beautiful scene,” a voice from behind said.

      The voice caused Avearan and Fahia to spin. Fahia grinned with delight when she saw who it was; Avearan’s gut filled with confusion. Brown skin, blond hair, scales visible on the sides of his neck and arms—and those lizard-like eyes—he was an Aryile. What is an Aryile doing with an Archmage?

      “Three Hashmedai women, standing side by side, two of them psionics, one shocked to see me, one happy to see me go, while the other is happy to see that I’m still alive,” the Aryile man said, gloating. “I wish I had a holo camera.”

      Fahia walked toward the Aryile and embraced him with her arms. Disgusting, Avearan thought. The mere thought of touching his scales made her sick.

      “Parcisei,” Fahia said to the Aryile. “You’re a wanted man in the union now.”

      “Your eyes are orange now,” Parcisei said after looking at her for a few seconds. “Are you older than me now?”

      “Looks like it,” said Fahia. “And I’ll be much older when you return from Earth, unless.” Fahia produced a red gem from her coat pocket…it had a shimmering orb in the middle of it.

      Parcisei eyes opened wide at the sight and mumbled, “Oh wait, I can’t.”

      “It’s a greater gem, too,” said Fahia shoving it into his reluctant hands.

      “Oh my gods.” he said.

      “You still have a copy of the data you got from the station in Morutrin? The one you gave Xyniea?” Fahia asked. Parcisei nodded.

      “Good, share it with your friend here when the time comes,” Fahia said and then turned to face Avearan. “Let’s quickly escort our package out of here.”

      Avearan wanted to back out of this, while she was still not floating in the vacuum of space. Captain Trin would not forgive her for doing this behind his back. Then there’s the fact that they were transferring an Aryile from one ship to another within imperial-controlled space. If someone from the military were to walk in right now, Trin would be the least of her worries. And even if she did get away with this, there’s still a chance of this coming back to hit her, hidden witness in the shadows? Mercs in Morutrin tracking her down to ask “questions” regarding Parcisei’s location after he left.

      The doors to the cryostasis room aboard the Dark Star slid open. The room was outfitted with fifteen cryo tubes along the walls, not that the crew of the Dark Star ever hit numbers that high. Parcisei slid into one of the tubes farthest away from the rest, as the crew was most likely going to use the closer ones. As the hatch shut, sealing him away from the hands of time, Fahia attached the holo device to the bottom section of his tube. A soft hum echoed throughout the room, and then Parcisei’s image from the outside of the tube was replaced with a convincing hologram, displaying an empty tube.

      “You’ll be paid in full once he makes it safely off this ship,” Fahia said and proceeded to exit the ship, something Avearan wished she had the power to do right now.
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* * *

      Port Shala, Morutrin Prime, Morutrin System

      Three weeks and a stressful security search later, the Dark Star was given the go-ahead to leave Helspan and travel through the space bridge back to the Morutrin system. The haggard freighter came to rest at a space port on the outskirts of Port Shala on Morutrin Prime. For the crew, it was time to resupply and to look out for new jobs to undertake, leaving the ship empty. Perfect for Avearan to complete the last leg of her job and release Parcisei—along with three weeks of paranoia and anxiety.

      Parcisei slowly began to awake from his slumber, and then a devious idea manifested within Avearan’s head. As her red eyes stared down at him, she noticed the shimmering red gem slipping out of his gray jumpsuit’s pocket. Must be worth a lot, she thought while realizing Parcisei still wasn’t fully conscious. Avearan’s sleight of hand placed the gem in her possession; the feeling was probably the most satisfying one she’d had in a while. The credits she’d earn from finishing this job and the credits she’d make by selling the gem could quite possibly be enough for her to walk away from the Dark Star forever and vanish into one of the outer planets of the Morutrin system.

      Garif will be left behind unfortunately, but he was a Taxah man; one woman wasn’t truly enough to make him happy anyway, especially a woman like Avearan who didn’t approve of sharing her mate with others. And if this went according to plan, she could buy any man she wanted, and everyone would be happy—except Captain Trin, but fuck him.

      Parcisei got to his feet and proceeded to the exit. He didn’t suspect a thing. Excellent. Freedom awaits.

      “Ah well, thanks for the lift,” Parcisei said. “The credits for your help will be transferred into your account shortly.”

      “Happy to give a hand when needed,” Avearan said.

      Parcisei exited, while Avearan ran toward her quarters with a small travel bag in hand. Personal belongs, stolen food rations, and clothing had been dumped inside the bag in the most disorganized way possible. Time was of the essence; there was nothing to stop someone from the crew returning. This should be enough, she thought and went to make her first steps toward escape and paradise. And then…

      A figure dressed in a black outfit made it quite clear that this was going to be dangerous.

      An assassin—she didn’t need to think about who it was—black outfit, and daggers giving off a greenish hue that appeared on her dark, cream-colored skin as they changed up. Her bag fell to the floor, and her psionic shield encircled her body, protecting her from the sudden strikes that came next. A wave of blue light consumed her body and sent her back toward the entrance to her quarters. The assassin mimicked with a psionic jump port of his own, but that was OK, for it was the last action he would perform.

      As Avearan appeared, her mind entered a quick trance, freezing the air around her. Her shields protected her from the blast of absolute-zero chilled air; the assassin’s body, on the other hand, ceased to move, and crystallized along with the floor, walls, and ceiling around him. As the mist faded away, Avearan stretched her arms outward from side to side, her cybernetic implants began to glow white, and the frozen-solid assassin lifted off the ground with the power of her mind. His icy corpse shattered into thousands of fragments that rained down above her like a raging hail storm.

      She was called Avearan Slayer for a reason after graduating from the brutal psionic training facilities.
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      Vancouver, Earth, Sol System

      Loud, grooving music was beating through the air as Tetsuya, Justin, Vuyin, and Alex left the cold Vancouver rainfall and entered one of the raunchiest strip clubs in the city. Nobody suspected the four of them were members of the HLF, nor would they care. The HLF, after all, made it possible for Hashmedai to freely walk the streets of Vancouver without fear of being harassed by Radiance, thus allowing the smoking-hot Hashmedai ladies to dance their erotic moves on the stage alongside their human counterparts. It was one of the few strip clubs in the world where you can catch Hashmedai women and human women.

      Most of the Hashmedai girls were young, no older than nineteen, as they were part of the first generation of Hashmedai children born on Earth after the destruction of the command ship. Some older girls existed, but they weren’t very common. After all, the Hashmedai on Earth at first were all adults, and that generation had reached their forties at this point. The temperature inside was a balmy eighteen degrees Celsius, the happy medium for temperature that both human and Hashmedai could operate in with minimal complaints. Some Hashmedai dancers were known to keep buckets of ice water close by and splash their alluring bodies with it. Not only did it keep them cool, but it added an extra layer of entertainment, dripping wet bodies that reflected the flashing lights while they danced wasn’t exactly a bad thing.

      Tetsuya sat at the bar and ordered a round for his comrades, though both Alex and Justin were much more interested in the ladies than booze. Justin’s brown eyes were magnetized to the augmented chest of a blue-skinned beauty donning nothing but leather high boots and a lace thong. He held his palm-sized credit chit in his hand and waved it toward her, fifty credits were withdrawn from his chit and transferred to a hidden credit-receiving device attached to one of her bracelets.

      A soft sound chimed as this happened; he was making it rain digitally. She was on her knees up top of the stage, and her body was perfectly in sync with the electronic music that played as she arched her tits upward for the flashing lights to shine on. Justin’s credit chit once again waved up toward her.

      “I like this place already,” Vuyin, their Hashmedai partner, said to Tetsuya.

      “It’s been around since the old world,” Tetsuya replied after downing a gulp of his drink. “Lap dances are costly, but they let you touch them and encourage it at times.”

      “Do they do anything else?”

      Tetsuya saw a dancer approach Justin, a human woman with long brown hair. She wore a short Catholic-schoolgirl kilt while her perky chest was covered up by thin leather straps. He didn’t know much about reading lips, but he knew damn well what was being talked about, a lap dance. Sure enough, she led him away to the back rooms.

      “Well.” Tetsuya said, “been a while since I was last here. Let’s ask Justin when he’s done.”
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* * *

      Justin sat down in his private booth for his anticipated night of entertainment; the sexy dancer joined him. Hawke, she referred to herself as. He waved his credit chit above her necklace, which was equipped with the credit receiver. Ninety credits were transferred. “That’s for now,” he said, then waved the chit again, transferring an additional five hundred credits. “And that’s for later.”

      She smiled at him and then turned back to the door, placing a Hawaiian lei on the handle of it leading back out toward the hallway. A sign a special encounter was in progress to the rest of the staff. Hawke returned to him as some sexy lounge music played. What little apparel she had on dropped to the floor. His hands reached toward the back of his head while she did her thing, a twerk here and there, followed by her chest planted in his face. His hands held on to her hips as the dance continued and slowly moved upward cupping her breast, his thumbs playing with her nipples.

      Her hands held on to the back of his head as she moaned in pleasure at his handiwork on her chest. She rocked her head back and forth, causing her long brown hair to splash about like beach waves hitting the shore. He felt a sudden sharp sting hit him where her hands had landed. He didn’t think much of it, kind of hard to when the head in his pants was doing much of the thinking at this point. And the only thinking that was being done was diving into the fold between her fit legs.

      The music ended, and his pants came off afterward; it was now “later.”
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      “I could get used to this,” Sarah said while her head examined the layout of the rec room aboard the ESV Winston Churchill.

      It was a small room located within the habitat ring; as such, it had gravity. Off duty personnel sat on the leather lounge chairs located throughout the room, and in front of each chair was a matching lounge table. Two crewmen laughed at one another as they engaged in a decisive game of pool, while another group of marines were huddled in front of a holo TV, playing some kind of video game. Light from the sun slipped through the window as the horizon of Earth came into view.

      “This place is also the only place to grab drinks,” said Cpl. Tom Richards, UNE marine. “Just make sure you’re not on duty or about to be on duty.” He sat next to Sarah, with a drink in hand.

      “Well that goes without saying,” Sarah said and then emptied her glass of whisky into her mouth. “Our team will be off duty until command finalizes training plans.”

      “All our ships were designed to take on deep space assignments; it only makes sense to put places like this on each of them,” he said. “I highly doubt you’ll find whisky on a planet god knows how many light-years away.”

      “I wish Radiance thought the same when they built their ships,” she said.

      “So what’s the plan for your team?” Richards said, looking out at a breathtaking view of the Atlantic Ocean as it came into view from the central observation window.

      “We’re supposed to get trained on the new toys Radiance gave humanity, as well as train future members for all EDF outposts,” Sarah explained. “Us getting trained I get. On Alpha Centauri we had to take Radiance gear and modify it to fit our needs. But us having to train new EDF recruits—pretty sure there are other people who could do the training.”

      “Well you guys are the original members of the EDF and the heroes of Earth,” said Richards.

      “That’s the problem; we’re not truly experts on fighting Hashmedai.”

      “Some would disagree. Think about it. Soldiers cut off from the rest of the world forged an alliance with Radiance soldiers who were in the same spot. Infiltrated the Hashmedai command ship, then blew it up and set up the first human military presence in another star system.”

      “And that’s the problem. That’s all the combat experience we really had fighting the Hashmedai,” Sarah said. “After we arrived in Alpha Centauri, it was five years of simulated battles and adjusting to life on another planet. The battle above Earth was the last major combat situation we were in other than the ambush at Foicanta—oh, and that assassin who came after us, ironically as we were on our way back to Earth.” Her hands quickly scrunched a napkin into a ball shape. It entered the air and hit the side of Chris’s head as he sat at the bar. “Thanks to this guy here!”

      Chris spun around in his lounge stool and looked at Sarah with a grin and then yelled, “Fuck off!” The two laughed.

      “I see your point,” Richards said, returning to the conversation at hand.

      “It took us eight years to get to Alpha Centauri,” said Sarah. “During that time people here on Earth still had to deal with the remaining Hashmedai. Those folks probably have more combat experience than us when it comes to the Hashmedai, and they had more time to get used to the new advancements in technology.”

      Muffled laugher echoed out from the outer edge of the rec room. Gavin and four other fighter pilots sat at a card table, separated via a glass sliding door. Sarah’s and Richards’s heads rotated toward the five.

      “Some things never change, eh?” Sarah said.

      “Fighter pilots and their card games,” Richards chimed in.

      Chloe entered the rec room shortly afterward, and her head moved about, scanning the area.

      “Major!” Richards said in a panic, and proceeded to stand and salute Chloe.

      “Sit your ass down. We’re all off duty,” Chloe said and smiled. “Anyone seen Chambers?” Sarah’s thumb guided her sister toward the card table she was just looking at. “Figures,” Chloe said and moved forward toward the card-holding pilots.
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* * *

      “Deal me in,” Gavin said.

      A new game of poker started, as Gavin sat at the card table in the far corner of the rec room along with a few members of the ESV Winston Churchill fighter pilot crew.

      “So, Chambers, what was your call sign during the old world?” asked Lt. Col. Jessica “Aura” Davis.

      The two exchanged glances and smiled for a bit. Gavin couldn’t get over the splendor of her ebony skin, short black hair and angelic dark eyes, and that elegant English accent. And she was the commander, Air Group (CAG), in short, the perfect woman in his eyes. Sorry Ella, you’ll have to find a new boy toy soon. “They called me the Penetrator back then,” Gavin said and awaited their flabbergasted looks and uncontrollable laugher.

      “Get the fuck out of here!” Lt. Mike “Orbital” Fisher yelled in his southern American accent.

      Everyone at the card table reacted exactly as Gavin envisioned shortly afterward. Nothing could stop Gavin’s face from flushing at this point. “I was always first to jump to action for anything, so everyone figured if I went to war, I’d be the first to penetrate enemy defenses,” Gavin said. “And I might have been a fuck boy before getting married.”

      “Ah damn, must be ages since you’ve seen your wife,” said Lt. Cassie “Hijinks” Piller.

      “And it will continue to be so; the Hashmedai ensured we’d never see each other alive again,” Gavin said.

      “Shit, I’m sorry, man,” Hijinks replied, quickly ending the silence. She was clearly embarrassed for bringing it up, indicated by her hand brushing through her short red hair.

      “It’s all good,” Gavin reassured. “We managed to take out the psionic who was responsible for her death,” And the death of my unborn kid…

      “Hashmedai took away the lives of a lot of our loved ones,” Aura added as their game continued. “Like my parents when I was a little girl.”

      Aura’s story triggered Gavin to grimace and mutter, “Damn.”

      “Luckily for me, I ran into Captain Xavier out in the ruins of Manchester,” Aura said.

      “Was wondering why he always referred to you as his daughter. You two look nothing alike,” said Capt. Greg “Hammer” McTavish.

      “Aye, he raised me as if I was his own,” Aura said. “Like me, his whole family was killed by Hashmedai ground forces.”

      There was silence for a minute, probably because of the unexpected negativity their conversation generated. “So.” Gavin said, “let’s change the subject to something less depressing.”

      Aura concurred. “Agreed.”

      “I’ve yet to see the fighters you guys use now,” Gavin said to Aura.

      “I’ll show it to you later today,” Aura offered. “Perhaps get a head start on your training as well.” She then smiled. Oh, how he loved how she looked when she smiled.

      The glass sliding doors silently slid open, and Chloe hastily stepped in and approached Gavin as he addressed her, “Major Vaughan.”

      “Hey, I need to talk to you,” Chloe said to Gavin. “In private.”

      Chloe led Gavin to a desolate corner in the corridor that led toward the rec room. After confirming nobody was close enough to hear the two, she began to speak. “You still have that gem from Anna?”

      “Of course, I do,” Gavin said.

      She leaned toward him closer, “The bridge is picking up some strange psionic activity, and they claim it started when we boarded.”

      “And they think it’s the gem?”

      “They don’t know about it…yet.” Chloe said. “But they plan to not only perform a more detailed search throughout the ship, but to haul us off into transports to see if the psionic energy follows us.”

      “So.”

      “You need to come clean about it, hand it over to the lab, save us the headache when they find out we brought something aboard that we shouldn’t have.”

      Gavin’s voice started to sound more concerned. The gem was valuable, too valuable to just give away. “It’s a piece of jewelry, and my dead wife’s prized possession that she asked me to have with her dying breath.”

      “That Hashmedai commander aboard the command ship had a gem that looked just like it; it turned him into a fucking freak of nature that nearly killed me,” Chloe explained. “Now that I think about it, I think that Hashmedai princess had one too…Kroshka.”

      Gavin began to exhale slowly and then shook his head, “No, no, no.” he said rapidly.

      “It might be some kind of fucking Hashmedai bioweapon that we don’t know about.”

      “Anna had this for years; her folks gave it to her as a gift,” Gavin said.

      “Did she tell you where they got it by chance?” Chloe asked.

      “No.”

      “Figure out how you want to handle this, Chambers.” Chloe began to walk away from him, then stopped to add, “But if it is of alien origin and dangerous, and they find out you’ve kept it hidden.”

      “I’ll deal with it,” Gavin grumbled.

      Chloe’s bombshell triggered some uncomfortable sweating to soak the top of Gavin’s forehead as he moved at a steady pace toward his quarters. Handing over the gem was not an option; it was on the same level as someone asking him to remove his arm or leg because they demanded it. It was a part of him, and the only damn thing that could make him think straight some days.

      “Gavin.” Ella’s Australian accent called out to him. He stopped and turned around to see her walking toward him. She then asked, “Are you free by chance?”

      “Yeah,” he said, turning back toward his quarters. “But not in that way.” No time for our sexy stress relief sessions right now, sadly.

      “Somethin’ bothering you?” she asked.

      He remained silent as he approached the sliding-door entrance to the quarters that Chris and he shared. His hands fingered the door controls, prompting the doors to open, and then he entered while guiding Ella’s hand in with him.

      As the two entered, his hand once again interacted with a panel, causing the doors to lock; he then broke his silence. “The gem.”

      “What about it?” she asked.

      “Chloe thinks it’s more than a jewel,” Gavin explained. “It gives off strong psionic energy, and the captain is concerned about that.”

      Ella smiled warmly at him. “Gavin,” she said and reached below to open his bag. Her hands then left the bag with the red glowing object in question gripped within her smooth hands. “Of course it’s more than a jewel, you even said so yourself. It soothes your mind.”

      “Yeah but.”

      “And it does the same to me—calls out to me.” Ella placed the gem in front of her face. Its red glow covered her body. “Doesn’t it do the same to you?”

      “I…can’t just let it go.”

      “Don’t. I need it to reach out and soothe me as well.” Ella then added, “How about this—let me hold on to it.”

      “Why?” Gavin asked.

      “I’ll put it in my med kit, the Radiance one I was using before coming here,” Ella said. “If anyone asks, I’ll tell them it was in the kit when I got it.”

      Her solution only solved one problem. There was still an issue. “They’ll still take it,” Gavin said.

      “But none of us will get in shit for having it, and if we can convince them it’s a part of the kit, they might just let us keep it and forget the whole issue.”

      Unless they ask Radiance what such a device is doing in a med kit, he thought.

      “It’s not like its causing any harm to anyone or the ship’s systems,” she said and then handed it to Gavin. His mind began to calm the second its warm solid surface hit his hands. “It’s the best I can come up with without tossing it out the bloody airlock.”
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* * *

      The fighter launch bay was located on the underside of the ESV Winston Churchill. Dozens of F-108 Solaris fighters were lined up one by one, on the zero-g flight deck, held in place by magnetic anchors. The fighters were all reverse-engineered Hashmedaian fighters, merged with human design and improvements and armed with Radiance weapons.

      Solaris fighters were armed with rail guns, which had functions similar to magnetic rifles, such as having nano machines manufacture an appropriate-sized round for an attack. Plasma missiles bearing the same design and firepower as those aboard Radiance ships were loaded on the underside of the fighter. And in special situations, nuclear warheads could be added to the fighter’s offensive layout. The lack of plasma cannons meant that the shields of the craft were stronger than their Hashmedaian fighter counterparts because of the extra energy available, though an option to have rail guns swapped out for plasma cannons was available under special circumstances at the sacrifice of shield power.

      All this information had Gavin struggling to contain his composure as he and Aura floated out from the elevator onto the flight deck. Aura swam her way toward a computer terminal and interacted with its controls. A holographic window loaded in front of her face, displaying the readiness of the fighters in the bay.

      “Sure wish we had these babies during the invasion,” Gavin said.

      “Shields and inertia dampers allow you to pull moves that would have killed you with old-world fighters,” Aura explained as she finished her work on the computer. “There we go. Got you registered for your own fighter.”

      Must be Christmas in October. “I’m getting one already?” he asked. “I haven’t even been trained on these.”

      “Don’t worry about that. If you can fly those rubbish old-world jets, you can fly these, as they are much easier to handle,” Aura said then floated toward Gavin. “With that said, wanna go for a test flight?”

      “Hell fucking yeah!” Gavin yelled.

      Aura smirked at Gavin and said, “Then suit up, Penetrator, you’re going in.”
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* * *

      “Holy shit, she wasn’t kidding,” Gavin mumbled to himself as his F-108 Solaris left the ESV Winston Churchill.

      Handling the fighter was indeed easier and much more responsive compared to anything else he’d flown. Aura’s fighter followed behind him as indicated to him via a small holographic window off to his side, one of many holograms. There was no atmosphere within the cockpit of the craft; as such, a full specially designed environment suit had to be worn. Gavin saw Aura’s fighter propel ahead of him, and then she transmitted, “Try to keep up with me; time for a grand tour of the exosphere.”

      “Sounds fun,” he transmitted back.

      Her fighter turned away out of sight, toward Earth, Gavin’s hands commanded his fighter to do the same. Suddenly the luscious blue orb came into view, with sunlight slipping up from the horizon.

      “I hope you are enjoying how these fighters perform,” said a female voice over the comm line.

      “Who’s that?” Gavin asked.

      “That’s EVE, the Winston Churchill’s computer slash android,” Aura explained.

      A grin of fascination formed underneath Gavin’s helmet. “We got androids too?”

      “Well just the one. EVE is the only one we have in service right now, with more copies in production,” Aura transmitted. “All of the other ships simply have the EVE computer system installed, and that’s it.”

      “Nice—what makes the Winston Churchill so lucky to have the computer system and android?” Gavin asked as Earth quickly dominated the sights of Gavin’s windshield.

      “It’s the newest ship in the fleet, and so it has all the latest upgrades, including a quantum entanglement communicator,” Aura transmitted, though most of it went over Gavin’s head.

      “You lost me at ‘entanglement,’” he said while he continued to follow Aura’s fighter, entering the exosphere of Earth just off the western coast of Africa.

      “Faster-than-light communication,” she explained. “The Winston Churchill could be a thousand light-years away, and we could send or receive messages from Earth in real time, no psionic telepathy required.” Sunlight faded away as they flew above the Atlantic Ocean toward North America, enjoying its nighttime slumber. “The catch is, the Winston Churchill is the only ship with one, and we can only communicate with command.”

      EVE chimed in. “Plans are currently set in motion to have all ships equipped with one.”

      Gavin’s eyes lay on the gritty darkened craters along the East Coast of North America as they flew above it under the night sky. “I see the scars of war haven’t gone away,” he said.

      “Areas that were glassed by the Hashmedai never recovered since there isn’t much of an ecosystem left,” Aura said. “A chilling reminder of what happened twenty-two years ago.”

      Gavin remembered watching videos of the international space station making flybys above the East Coast of North America during the night. In them, you could see the lights from all the big cities illumining the terrain. Now? Darkness, eternal darkness until central North America came into view, then later the West Coast. The concentration of city lights was the brightest on the West Coast as they hovered high above California.

      “I see LA is still a big bright-light city,” Gavin said, looking down at his hometown.

      “Never got hit during the invasion,” Aura transmitted.

      “Good, that means my house might be still standing,” Gavin said with a small chuckle. “I’m pretty sure I left my patio lights on when I left.” The view of the California coastline vanished underneath darkened clouds. “I assume we can fly these fighters through the clouds?”

      “Of course!” Aura said.

      “Let’s see how these handle in the air,” Gavin said.

      Aura’s fighter dipped toward the clouds below them, Gavin adjusted course to follow her. The two crafts sank into a thick blanket of clouds that was shrouding the Pacific Ocean from their previous view from the exosphere.
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* * *

      Vancouver, Earth, Sol System

      Hawke exited the club after her first and only shift was over. Having sex with Justin wasn’t part of the plan, but she needed to maintain her cover. And who was she kidding? He was a good fuck. Too bad it might be the last time he’d drill a woman. She activated her earpiece communication device, establishing a connection to her partner in this complex EISS assignment.

      “It’s done. I’m returning to the nest,” she said.

      “Good stuff,” Ken replied. “Can’t wait to try it out.”
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      Ella double-checked to ensure the contents of her med kit were in order, namely Gavin’s red gem tucked away on the inside. The call had been made for her along with Sarah, Chloe, and Chris to head to the airlock to perform a test to see if the psionic power source will follow the transport. Lucky for Gavin, he and Colonel Davis went out on a joyride with their fighters; he’d have to experience the test when he got back. Though there was no doubt in Ella’s head that the gem was indeed the source of the psionic power and that they’d pick up its presence leaving the Winston Churchill as they launched the transport.

      She stared at the gem from her med kit one last time, and then felt it calling to her like…like an old friend you haven’t seen in ages. Her fingers slipped into her kit to feel the warmth of the gem once more before she shut it.

      And then, a strange voice called out to her, “Free your mind, Ella. Embrace the goddesses.”
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* * *

      Port Shala, Morutrin Prime, Morutrin System

      Avearan stood on an overly packed rapid transit train, as it traversed across the downtown core of Port Shala. Beads of sweat dripped of her body despite the fact that the train she traveled on was air-conditioned. She watched the sunlight slip behind the towering skyscrapers of the city and then the occupied seats as the train neared its next stop. People, manly Linl and the odd Hashmedai, got on; nobody got off, just like the last eight stops.

      She felt the gem she swiped from Parcisei become more…warm, and at one point, she thought it was trying to speak with her. Must be the heat. I need to cool down soon, or voices in my head will be the least of my worries, she thought and then examined the gem once more from the palm of her hands. The central orb started to glow brighter, and then a voice called out to her, “Do not look away, and do not be afraid.” Avearan’s head looked for the source of the voice. Everyone on the train either had data pads in front of their faces or spoke with their travel companions. No one from behind spoke to her, no one to the side said anything. The voice spoke again as soft and soothing invisible hands forced her head to look back at the gem. “Free your mind, Avearan. Embrace the goddesses.”
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* * *

      Ella’s eyesight transformed from being in the infirmary aboard the Winston Churchill to the blackness of space. Planets of the solar system zipped out of sight along with a few stars. She felt her entire body become something that could only be described as pure energy capable of going anywhere, any place, any time—only she had no control over where she went. Someone, something was pulling her across the cosmos. A brilliant flash went off, and then she felt as if she were in two physical forms, one she could control, and another that felt far away that she had no control over. The form she had control of was an unfamiliar one.

      A train—she was on a train, one that looked and sounded similar the ones on Lejorania Sanctum. She saw humans—no wait, Linl, it had to be since they all had Radiance-designed data pads. That and the holographic displays had text written in a language that didn’t originate from Earth. Her breathing began to get deeper, and her hands started to tremble. Where was she? Why were there Hashmedai among the people on this train?

      She moved to a window to get a better idea on what was outside the train. The enormous buildings looked similar to the ones found at Unity City. This place was of Linl design, no questions asked. The face looking back at her in the window’s reflection…dark creamy complexion, long purple hair, and red eyes, Ella was a Hashmedai woman. She was a psionic woman by the looks. Her head moved down to examine the rest of her revealing appearance and cybernetic implants across her belly and the sides of her breasts.

      What the hell happened? she wondered.

      And then she heard another voice, another thought. That’s a very good question. The thought echoed in her mind in Hashmedai, which was strange, as Ella didn’t speak a word of it. Yet here she was, able to understand English, Radiance and now the Hashmedai language fluently.

      While in the Hashmedai body, Ella shut her eyes. Suddenly she was able to see herself back in the Winston Churchill’s infirmary, only she wasn’t in control of her body. Someone else was, someone who looked lost and scared. You’re in my body, Ella thought.

      And you must be in mine, Avearan thought.

      Avearan…how did I know her name? Ella wondered.

      Our minds must have become one, but how? She saw the vision of Avearan, in control of Ella’s body, look at the gem stored in her med kit.

      Ella opened her eyes, having realized the whole time she possessed this Hashmedai body, she held on to a gem just like the one Gavin gave her. You have one too? They both thought at the same time.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      Seconds later Ella felt her thoughts becoming energy once again and was sent spiralling across the galaxy, but into her body aboard the Winston Churchill. Avearan’s and Ella’s minds returned to normal.

      The ordeal felt like a bizarre lucid dream, only she now retained the ability to speak, read, and write Hashmedaian. A few personal memories that weren’t there before infected her mind, painful ones at that—being locked away inside some kind of boarding school, built into a frozen mountain on a far-off world, and abused by the staff only to be exploited by the Hashmedai Empire after graduation.

      “Dr. Lynn,” Chloe’s voice bellowed on Ella’s earpiece communicator. “We’re ready to head out; just waiting on you.”

      “On my way,” Ella transmitted back as she stepped through the glass sliding doors with her med kit in hand.
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      Port Shala, Morutrin Prime, Morutrin System

      The contents of the data crystal Jazz swiped displayed to him via his data pad. He sat at the foot of his bed, catching up on his search for answers, still unclothed after the bout of rough sex with Phylarlie an hour earlier.

      Personal log files belonging to Oleric, the owner of the crystal, appeared in the middle of the screen in the form of multiple paragraphs written in the Hashmedai language. Oleric was indeed a Celestial Order member. He had spent the last few months in this system recruiting Hashmedai military personnel who fled the battle of Earth after the Command Ship was destroyed. They couldn’t return to the empire, as they would be beheaded for being deserters, but at the same time, they needed a way to make a living and stay hidden. Oleric’s mission was to make contact with them, offer to protect them in exchange for their membership, and eventually indoctrinate them into the order’s crazy interpretation of the Radiance religion.

      Jazz’s hand interacted with the touch screen, loading additional personal logs, namely his recent ones. His eyebrow rose as he read on. Evidently, Oleric was contacted by a salvager named Avearan Slayer. He was looking to book passage aboard their ship along with his newly recruited Hashmedai ship captain. Their destination? Helspan, the most remote world of the Cerbillon system, better known as Epsilon Eridani to the folks from Earth.

      It makes sense, Jazz thought, looking up at ceiling. Epsilon Eridani was the location of the nearest Hashmedai Space Bridge to Earth, the very same one that teleported him and his Hashmedai friends back to Hashmedai space. Anyone running away from Earth would have had to travel to that system, only to be held up by the long wait times, as the Space Bridge can be used only once every few days or weeks, depending on the strength of its psionic crew. There must have been a huge space traffic jam there, a traffic jam full of deserters who couldn’t afford to be caught. Some of those fleeing ships probably landed on those worlds while waiting for someone to come back and help them out, someone like Oleric and his order friends.

      Jazz grinned at that thought. Gotcha, bitch.

      Then there was that name…Avearan Slayer, that psionic bitch who nearly tagged him and Veloshira. The name seemed vaguely familiar, and not in a good sense. He thought for a few minutes before it finally came back to him. An Assassins’ Guild kill order.

      Motherfucker.

      She was a walking paycheck, and they ran away from her. It’s amazing how well one’s brain can work after some much-needed sex. He couldn’t quite remember why there was a target on her head, just that he and Veloshira considered her not worth their time as long as they continued to work out of the Morutrin system when they first came across Avearan’s wanted page months ago. And to think, she was here the whole fucking time, and assisting someone from the order.

      His deep thoughts were interrupted as his teacup was held before of his face. “Get some clothes on. I’m still hungry,” said Phylarlie.

      Her hands waved the steaming cup in front of his face. Incentive for him to return to the cold dining room—a hot drink to keep him warm. “Nowadays it’s hard to figure out exactly what your body is hungry for,” Jazz said while reaching for the cup.

      “Well if you continue to sit naked like that,” she said, stroking the side of his neck with her cold hands, “I’ll be hungry for something other than food.” Her cold hands shifted down, grabbing his muscular arm. “Seriously, you can read later; let’s eat like the mates we are.”

      “Roommates,” he corrected her prior to sipping his tea. Rabuabin citrus tea, one of his personal favorites.

      Jazz emerged from his bedroom moments later wearing a thick sweater and warm pants. This type of clothing was rare to find on Morutrin Prime and for good reason. The average surface temperature of the planet was a hot thirty-five Celsius with a gravitational pull almost 20 percent stronger than Earth. Loose-fitting clothing was more or less the only option in the markets. That and water-resistant gear—oh, it loved to rain in the southernmost regions.

      He approached the food storage, a white-and-gray cube-shaped object with a glass cover on the top. The storage was basically a miniature version of the cryo status tubes one would find aboard spaceships. Freshly prepared food was stored away inside, placed in suspended animation, and then removed when the user requested something to eat. All meals came out hot and fresh, the exact way they entered originally. Jazz requested their meal from a hand stroke across the holographic interface; the two triangle-shaped plates of Ienthan marinated steak, along with a side of Aryile roasted vegetables, though Phylarlie wasn’t going to touch the vegetables.

      Jazz placed their meal on the table, and sat down across from Phylarlie. “So when are you going to say it?” Jazz asked after taking a bite of his meal.

      “Say what?”

      “‘We shouldn’t be doing this’ or ‘We need to stop this.’” She merely grinned while continuing to eat. “Every time we fuck, you say that.”

      “Yet here we are, eating dinner together like mates.”

      “I thought Hashmedai mates were only official after some kind of ceremony, like human marriage,” Jazz interjected.

      “Only royalty, nobles, and the like participate in that. It’s a means to announce to the empire that those two partners are together,” Phylarlie explained.

      “And as for everyone else?”

      “The person you frequently copulate with over a period of time becomes your mate,” she said. “Provided of course the two have been spending time with each other exclusively.”

      Silence and chewing were all that could be heard for a few minutes as the two attacked their meal. Jazz broke the silence. “Onatiasha and Zhinbryo will be visiting tomorrow.” His veggies were starting to get cool, but that was OK. That was a mighty fine steak. “We’re going to discuss our progress in regard to our investigation into the order.”

      Phylarlie grimaced and said, “Those two are traveling all the way out here for that?”

      “Can’t risk someone intercepting any transmissions, and psionic telepathy is not an option, either,” Jazz said.

      She stared blankly at her plate before revealing, “I’ll pass; I have a few things to look into up north.”
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* * *

      Two days of sunlight was rare during this time of the year at Port Shala and the surrounding area. The afternoon sunshine painted the skies a golden yellow along with the sides of the rising skyscrapers that were in a direct line of sight of the sun. Vuanel Gi Talsyk, the infamous Rabuabin restaurant of Port Shala was located on the seventy-ninth floor of a tower adjacent to Jazz’s apartment. The restaurant itself wasn’t inside of the tower, but rather hanging off the side of it like a massive balcony.

      The establishment was built in the same style new-world Rabuabin restaurants were. A rectangular-shaped patio with tables and chairs placed along the edges of the balcony rails. Directly in the center was the kitchen, a chef and a team of cooks prepared meals, the finished product made its way out to a buffet next to the kitchen, and the waitress would plate one’s requested dish and bring it out to the table. There were no walls; Rabuabins took great pride in their work when it came to food and serving it; thus, making this the best place to dine, especially when it wasn’t raining.

      Jazz entered Vuanel Gi Talsyk from the moderately lit hallway that brought him there. His eyes scanned the busy dining room, and he saw mostly Rabuabin and Linl patrons; they were exiles—Radiance Union races that choose to distance themselves from the union to live independently or were forced out. Two attractive young Rabuabin women wearing a black sequined V-neck blouses and skirts greeted Jazz with warm smiles. He took notice that all the Rabuabin waitress were wearing the same outfit tonight, normally it was a dark blue outfit, not that he cared; they all still looked hot as fuck.

      He was guided to a table in the far corner of the establishment, the only one with Hashmedai at it. As he walked over, he saw that the kinetic shield above had been shut off, probably because it wasn’t raining. Natural sunlight beamed in to illuminate the dining room, except for the corner he ended up taking a seat in. It was blanketed in shade thanks to the hulking pillar that made up one of the four corners.

      Onatiasha and Zhinbryo sat at the table Jazz was guided to. Onatiasha had her dark purple hair tied back into a pony tail and wore a top that resembled a tank top along with black pants. Zhinbryo wore a similar outfit, probably some kind off-duty uniform, Jazz figured as he took a seat with them.

      “Onatiasha, Zhinbryo, it’s been too long,” said Jazz in the Hashmedaian language.

      Zhinbryo’s hand stroked his long platinum goatee with an impressed look on his face. “You speak our language now?” asked Zhinbryo. “I am impressed, human.”

      “Those language-learning devices helped out a lot,” said Jazz.

      “I was really hoping to speak in English, however,” Onatiasha said as she fanned her hands toward her sweating face.

      “And why’s that?” Jazz asked, this time speaking in English.

      “Because I’m certain Phylarlie, you, and I are the only ones who can speak it on this planet,” Onatiasha replied in English. “Wouldn’t want these people here to overhear us.”

      “All right, but I ain’t translating for Zinzin,” Jazz said.

      Their waitress, Kalis, gracefully walked over to their table with menus written on Radiance data pads. She had light auburn hair with strawberry blond highlights, the highlights being a suggestion Phylarlie made to her a few months ago when Jazz brought her here. Jazz was surprise to see she took the time to apply the highlights to heir tail as well. She wore a large assortment of jewelry ranging from silvery earrings dangling off the sides of her feline-like ears, dark-blue rings on her curved horns, and gold bracelets around her left wrist.

      Kalis placed the data pads in front of everyone except Jazz. She personally handed him his, then spoke in the Rabuabin language. “Jazz, I should have known, you are the only one who brings Hashmedai here.”

      “We’ll start with something to drink,” said Jazz in the Rabuabin tongue. “Water with extra ice for these two.”

      “Of course. I shall be back,” Kalis said and stepped away toward the center, obtaining what he requested. Jazz’s eyes locked onto her ass…and tail as it extended upward.

      He looked back at his Hashmedai guests, Onatiasha had a shocked look on her face; Zhinbryo had a disgusted look on his. “I cannot believe you were looking at her like that,” said Zhinbryo. “Rabuabin are…quite repulsive. Worst of the five Radiance races, especially with that tail.”

      “I can’t believe you learned how to speak their language so well,” Onatiasha said. “Anything else we should know about you?”

      “A lot can change in a year,” said Jazz with a lighthearted chuckle. He then continued to speak in English. “So, whaddya got on the order?”

      She folded her hands together as her orange eyes scanned left to right. Looking out for possible eavesdroppers, she then spoke in English. “They’ve been actively recruiting Hashmedai, mostly those who fled the battle at Earth.”

      “I’ve noticed that myself,” said Jazz.

      “There’s something big being planned,” Onatiasha continued. “A construction project. Agents in the order convinced Empress Y’lin to support this project. I believe these newly recruited Hashmedai are secretly being shipped to this project without the empress knowing.”

      Jazz began to think of the trove of information he recently got his hands on, namely the possibility of more Hashmedai deserters in the Cerbillon system about to be recruited by the Celestial Order. “Helspan has had a lot of activity as of late,” Jazz said. “Soon as I get the chance, I’m gonna check it out.”

      “Makes sense—all the deserters who didn’t make it through the space bridge are probably stuck there,” Onatiasha said. “Oh, and one last thing, there’s an agent somewhere within the imperial palace.”

      Jazz released a dejected sigh. He had hoped that the Celestial Order would leave Princess Kroshka out of this. “Great, now Kroshka has to watch her back,” Jazz said.

      Kalis returned to their table with a translucent oval tray in her Rabuabin hands. On top of the tray were three large glasses of water, two with extra ice, as per Jazz’s request, slowly melting away in the heat from the environment. Onatiasha and Zhinbryo’s empty glass cups hit the table as fast as they were delivered to them. The two Hashmedai slouched back for a moment, as they began to savor the effects of their body temperatures lowering.

      “Another?” Jazz asked.

      “Yes,” Onatiasha said while stroking her purple hair back. “For the both of us, I don’t understand how anyone could eat warm food in such hot temperatures.”

      Jazz asked Kalis for a refill of water. As Kalis left, Onatiasha sat up straight to address Jazz. “I almost forgot,” she said. “You’re invited to attend the Conquest Day celebrations on Paryo.”

      Jazz vaguely remembered Conquest Day, a national holiday the Hashmedai celebrate. The invitation to attend, however, came as a surprise. One reason he lived on Morutrin Prime was his Earthly origin. Humans weren’t welcomed in the empire; humans also looked exactly like Linl, members of the Radiance Union, mortal enemies of the Hashmedai Empire. The only reason he was accepted into the Assassins’ Guild, was because of Kroshka and Phylarlie’s influence. That and they were really desperate for recruits, nonpsionics, humans with a great reference. Anyone at this point.

      “I thought my human ass wasn’t allowed there,” Jazz said after taking a sip of his water.

      “You are the warrior of Earth who saved Princess Kroshka,” Onatiasha explained.

      “And was told to get the fuck out shortly afterward.”

      Kalis returned with Onatiasha and Zhinbryo’s ice water refills, and once again they downed their refreshing beverages in a state of bliss as Kalis produced a data pad, ready to take their orders.

      “You should attend,” Onatiasha said. “Especially if that Celestial Order agent tries something during the festival.”

      Jazz looked up at Kalis with a half grin on his face and then spoke in her language. “So…I hear Dartalov barriers can open doors?”

      Kalis laughed and then waved her index finger back and forth before his face. “The Rabuabin season has changed!”

      A puzzled and awkward feeling ran across Jazz’s face, causing him to grimace and mumble, “Really.”

      Kalis lowered herself briefly to have her sky-blue eyes connect with Jazz’s…or to flash her cleavage at him. Though there wasn’t a whole lot to see with her cute A-cup chest, can’t blame her for trying. “That’s why we’re all going to be dressed in black here,” Kalis explained. “We’ll be dressed like this until the next seasonal change on Talsyk.” She leaned in closer to whisper softly in his ear, “Talsyk roses, that’s your new quest.” He grinned as she rose back up. “So my father has a wonderful Lejorania roasted hawk as our featured meal tonight. Would you all be interested in trying it?”

      Jazz began to translate Kalis’s recommendations to his Hashmedai friends, as well as the rest of the menu, as it was written in Radiance and Rabuabin language.
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* * *

      Huilo, Morutrin Prime, Morutrin System

      Huilo was the Linl word for rain, more specifically torrential downpour. It was also the name of the largest city facing the west coast of one of Morutrin Prime’s most populated continents. Given how often it rained on Morutrin Prime, there was bound to be at least one city named after this weather phenomenon. As with most largely populated cities on this planet, it was dominated by skyscrapers, drowning out every star in the night sky with their lights and height.

      The city also became an obsession of Phylarlie and her endless search for her younger sister, Noylarlie. Phylarlie had spent the better half of the last year since returning from Earth tracking down Noylarlie to the point of making Morutrin Prime her new home, which was also Noylarlie’s last-known location before vanishing. She wasn’t too concerned with her safety per se; after all, Noylarlie was an Archmage, a powerful psionic who apparently made a few people within the empire tremble in her wake.

      Then without warning, she vanished. Sure, she could just be on a deep-space assignment. After all, traveling through space could take years, even centuries, depending on your method of travel. But Archmages were also supposed to check in with Empress Y’lin before and after entering cryostasis or a lengthy space bridge teleport. Noylarlie did no such thing; furthermore, her ship, the Crimson Arrow, was a small ship. Any ship that size shouldn’t take a long time to rematerialize after a space bridge port, a few days at the most. Did someone from her past catch up with Noylarlie? Did Noylarlie follow in her mother’s footsteps, by going rogue? These were the answers Phylarlie hoped to discovery here. However, tonight didn’t seem to be the night, as indicated by the clear drink in Phylarlie’s hand.

      Phylarlie sat at the bar of a loud and highly active establishment. Hashmedai and Linl mostly populated the tables and barstools up front next to Phylarlie. Earsplitting music, sporadic flashing lights painting the walls, and patrons red and green, and of course smoldering heat. The sooner Phylarlie could find Noylarlie, the sooner she could leave this planet and places like this behind.

      Her fingers wiped sweat off her pale blue forehead before finishing her drink. She tried to dress to stay cool by wearing a pair of white shorts, and a sleeveless top. It wasn’t working; neither was the alcohol in her drink.

      She raised and tilted the empty glass to get the attention of the Hashmedai bartender—the only Hashmedai working in this bar and the only one busy taking orders from other Hashmedai. There were two Linl bartenders, but neither of them spoke Hashmedai, and Phylarlie’s knowledge of Radiance speech was limited. Her knowledge of Linl language was nonexistent, except for the swear words, the first words everyone learns. The Hashmedai bartender’s hands elegantly shifted from bottle to bottle, pouring all kinds of drinks that would make people temporarily forget about their problems and possibly wake up naked next to someone they didn’t know. The male-to-female ratio tonight was perfect.

      As Phylarlie reluctantly lowered her glass back to the bar, one of the Linl bartenders provided her another round. Exactly what she wanted, and she didn’t have to ask for it. She looked at the bartender with a surprised look across her face; he merely nodded his head to the woman sitting beside her.

      Phylarlie saw a young Hashmedai woman, her eyes semiglowing red, providing the strobe lights didn’t shine across her soft pale skin. Her hair was tough to guess at first, especially with the light show. Green light splashed across her bobbed hair, turning it bright yellow, and then the red light followed, revealing it to be a deep red. Much of the right side of her face was covered by a part of her hair, as if she wasn’t mysterious enough. The only thing that wasn’t a mystery was the fact that this woman was a psionic. Long shiny dress, revealing ribbon-shaped crop top, cybernetic implants along the sides of her skinny body and arms. The implants she had were…different…none like Phylarlie had ever seen. They were much smaller, almost like tiny diamonds bolted into her body. The arm implants were different as well, appearing as a series of white vertical stripes traveling down her arm, ending at the palms and tops of her hands. Three larger diamond-shaped implants were clearly seen in a delta formation on her wrists.

      “That one is on me,” the woman said, causing Phylarlie to be released from her trance.

      “Well…thanks,” said Phylarlie as she drank.

      “Don’t worry, you’re not my type,” the woman said. Phylarlie’s body jerked slightly, having nearly choked on her drink thanks to her words.

      Phylarlie placed her drink back on the countertop as she folded her arms and took a long analytical stare at the young woman. “You’re clearly not here to seduce me,” Phylarlie concluded. “You can speak to the Linl, dazzling psionic upgrades.” Phylarlie paused as she considered her next words, while the woman sat cross-legged and smiled in a flattered way. “You’re an Archmage.”

      “Not officially,” the woman said. “Though I have probably given birth to five or six future Archmages.”

      Five or six children? At that age? “Correction, you’re a fucking breeder,” Phylarlie said. And quite possibly a waste of a powerful psionic.

      Since Hashmedai lacked the means to produce psionics, some psionics were forced into breeder camps where they spent much of their lives being matched up and copulating for the sole means of getting pregnant and ultimately giving birth to psionics. A lot of psionics were killed or captured during the invasion of Earth, resulting in an unexpected loss of psionics serving in the military. Phylarlie quickly put the facts together; the empire has stepped up in the breeding program by taking psionics that would normally be sent to the frontlines to have children, and lots of them.

      “And you are,” the woman softly said, “Phylarlie Starchaser, daughter of Yominv Crossblade and Archmage Iolysta Frosttouch, sister to Archmage Noylarlie Atonement.” The strange woman shot her crafty smile.

      “Who are you and who sent you?” Phylarlie demanded.

      “Di’aria Wintersembrace is the name,” she said, then spoke to the Linl bartender in his language. He promptly returned with a glass of wine for Di’aria.

      “And?” Phylarlie said impatiently, while Di’aria began to drink.

      “And, I love Aryile wine, especially this one. Cybril red wine.” Di’aria swirled her glass and shut her eyes, taking in the aroma of the drink. “And nobody sent me…yet,” she added.

      “Unless you got something important to say, I’m going to head home,” Phylarlie said with irritation.

      “Your sister isn’t in here in Morutrin. She was, about uhm…thirty years ago. In this very bar in fact.”

      She may have potential, Phylarlie thought. There was just one problem with the info Di’aria just revealed; it wasn’t anything new. “I figured that part out already.”

      “Including the bar?”

      “OK, not that.”

      Di’aria’s augmented hand pointed toward Phylarlie’s barstool. “She sat in that very seat you’re sitting in too, got into a small fight, then left with an Aryile man.” Di’aria raised her wineglass, gawking at the thin red liquid within it. “A few hours later, a space station in orbit was destroyed, and the Crimson Arrow left the system. Nothing else is known about her.”

      “How do you know all this?”

      Di’aria finished her drink and then answered her question. “Most of it is in the security vids.” She removed a data crystal from her top and gracefully tossed it toward Phylarlie, who caught it quickly with her assassin reflexes. The weight of the crystal impacting the palms of her hands caught Phylarlie off guard; she forgot how much heavier small objects like that were on a planet like this. “Which I just downloaded before you arrived. Now if I were you, I’d drop this search and reconnect with the Assassins’ Guild before your name appears on a kill order.”

      Phylarlie projected a calm demeanor in response to her last statement, masking the thoughts of shock and concern that now flowed through her thoughts. “Why me?”

      “You haven’t taken a job since you got back from Earth…one year ago. In the eyes of many, you’re no better than the deserters at this point.”

      Phylarlie looked away while clenching her first around the data crystal. “I just wanted to—”

      “Find Noylarlie,” Di’aria said, finishing Phylarlie’s sentence for her. “I get it. But remember, she left here with an Aryile, and most likely she traveled to Radiance Union space where there are no space bridges. It will take decades for her to return to the empire.”

      Then there’s the question of why she was with an Aryile. Working for the Celestial Order? A thought Phylarlie couldn’t bear to deal with. Phylarlie produced a credit chit out from her side pocket, a stolen chit of course, one that she’d held on to since coming to this star system almost a year ago. “Take it,” she said, offering the credit to Di’aria, who merely stared at it and shook her head. “I was saving most of it in case I needed to pay someone off for intel. Looks like you’re that person.”

      “I live in the empire; I have no need for currency. And you should know that!” Di’aria said. “You’ve been living out here too long; it’s time to return home.” Di’aria’s cold pale hands pushed the chit back toward Phylarlie. “Keep it; better yet, give it to Jazz you’ve been holding out on your share of rent payments far too long.”

      Phylarlie felt the sudden urge to snap the credit chit in half upon hearing that. “What the fuck else do you know about me?”

      Di’aria leaned backward in her seat while stroking the lock of hair that covered her eye. “You and Jazz have been copulating,” she said, following up with a laugh.

      Phylarlie’s red-orange eyes opened wide in terror, “You know about that too?”

      Di’aria’s laugh intensified before revealing, “To tell you the truth, I was joking about that.” Phylarlie’s palms slammed into her face and stayed there. This woman just fished additional information out of her. “What, so you copulated with a human?” Di’aria’s composure became energized while her fingers flailed about in random directions. She leaned in extremely close, no doubt excited at what details she might be able to pry from her. “Please, do tell,” she whispered.
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      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      Chloe’s patience with the matter at hand was growing thin. She wanted the whole investigation into the mysterious psionic energy reading to be over and done with, and her team put to proper use, namely the training they came all the way back here to Earth to participle in. Sarah sat in her seat within the transport while Chloe floated next to the air lock, waiting for Ella.

      Chris approached Chloe from behind and then spoke. “So you haven’t said a word to me since we arrived.”

      “I’ve been busy,” Chloe whispered back. “And you know as well as I do, we need to keep this hush-hush.”

      What she said was a bit on the cold side, but necessary. The two had become romantically involved during the five years they spent in Alpha Centauri; one couldn’t pull them apart when off-duty time came. Now? They’d officially been off duty since their arrival, and she’d done nothing but slam a wedge between them. It had to be done as far as she was concerned—a ship like this, news of it will travel to ears it shouldn’t.

      “Still, a simple check-in once in a while would be nice,” he whispered.

      “Get back inside before Sarah starts to wonder what we’re talking about,” Chloe replied. “Bad enough she suspects something going on between us.”

      Chris remained silent and floated back inside the transport. Chloe wished there was another way to keep him satisfied, but there wasn’t. You don’t date people under your command, and if you do, it’s got to be kept secret. That means flat-out not seeing or talking with each other for weeks at times, giving off the false impression that nothing else is going on.

      Ella’s weightless body kicked and swam through the zero-g corridors toward the airlock Chloe hovered next to. Chloe gestured to her to hurry up, and the two eventually floated aboard. Chloe took a seat up front next to the transport’s pilot Peterson and gave him the thumbs up to seal the airlock and depart.

      The transport unlatched itself from the side of the Winston Churchill and propelled itself away. At a distance of sixteen kilometers, the transport became idle, awaiting a response from the Winston Churchill in regard to changes to the psionic activity.

      The response came at last from a transmission that played over the transport’s speakers. “It would appear that the psionic energy has shifted slightly toward your position,” EVE transmitted.

      “So it’s following us on the transport?” Chloe asked.

      “It would appear so,” transmitted EVE. “However much of the Winston Churchill is still being enveloped by the energy.”

      “I’ll take us much farther away just to be sure,” Peterson said while his hands laid in a new course for the transport.

      Chloe saw Earth swing into view via the forward windshield of the transport; it slowly became larger and larger as they traveled toward it. A subtle grin formed on her face as the pale blue orb eventually encompassed the entire viewable area of the windshield; this was the closest she’d been to Earth since leaving it.

      “Been a while for you folks, eh?” Peterson asked.

      “Too long,” Chloe said. Her eyes never left the sight of Earth.

      “I’m sure you all will be able to see how much it has changed soon,” Peterson said, and then the transport came to a full stop within the exosphere of Earth.

      “Confirmed,” EVE transmitted. “The psionic energy is no longer present aboard the Winston Churchill. It has followed your transport to your current location.”

      Either someone brought the gem on board or the psionic energy is something else, Chloe thought. An alarm began to screech via the cockpit’s computer terminal. A small holographic window displayed a red flashing warning: weapons lock.

      “What the hell is going on?” Chloe asked Peterson.

      Silence was his reply as he sat in his chair, paying no attention to the alert, making no attempt to pilot the transport. Is he not paying attention? Chloe wondered. “Talk to me, Peterson, what is that noise?” she asked.

      Somewhere in the northern hemisphere, a single bolt of plasma launched upward from the surface of Earth and slammed into the transport. Its shields weren’t active. The explosion that followed rocked the transport and sent it into an uncontrolled descent toward Earth, half of the exterior of the craft was on fire. On the inside, chaos, smoke and sparks filled the cabin, a sight that was too familiar for Chloe and her team. Once again, they found themselves on a transport plunging toward the surface.

      “I hope you all are strapped in because this is going to be rough!” yelled Peterson as he frantically tried to keep the transport level as it sank beneath the clouds.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Sarah yelled.

      “We’re going down!” Peterson yelled.

      “We can see that! The question is why?” And why didn’t you react to the warning? Must be a rookie pilot, Chloe thought.
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* * *

      Golden Ears Mountain, Earth, Sol System

      “Nice shot,” Destiny said as her advanced binoculars transmitted imagery of a burning and crashing UNE transport ship, leaving behind a trail of black smoke in cloudy skies.

      Destiny and Tetsuya stood with Justin and Vuyin at the summit of the Golden Ears mountain peak. Vancouver and surrounding cities could be seen off in the distance below them, appearing as tiny structures that lay across the land. Tetsuya lowered the heavy surface-to-space plasma cannon he used to shoot the transport down, and then he smirked as the crashing ship got closer to their position.

      Using data collected from her binoculars, Destiny summoned a holographic overlay to appear over the snow-covered region several meters ahead. A red X to be exact, indicating the estimated crash site. “Get ready,” she said while arming herself with an eRifle.

      The rest of her team did the same and then lay in wait, behind large snow-covered rocks while activating the shield generators on their combat armor, looted from dead UNE soldiers several months ago.
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* * *

      Chloe, Peterson, Chris, Ella, and Sarah arose from the impact of the crash, as their seat belts held them in place. Smoke and fire continued to rage uncontrollably from the aft section of the craft. As Chloe removed herself from her seat, she saw that everyone was in one piece, not knocked out like the last time they crashed, a welcome sight indeed. She then ran toward the entrance; no point in staying inside a burning ship.

      “Is it possible to contact the Winston Churchill?” Chloe asked as she interacted with door control panels.

      “Yes,” Peterson said, “But we won’t be saying anything to them.” A humming noise echoed throughout the smoke-filled cabin, the sound of an eRifle powering up. Ella, Sarah, Chris, and Chloe weren’t packing heat.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Chris said with concern in his voice.

      “Hands where I can see ’em!” Peterson demanded.

      Ella, Sarah, and Chris complied; Chloe’s back was still turned to Peterson. But given the shocked looks on their faces, the sound of an eRifle turning on and Chris’s response to that, Chloe figured that Peterson had a weapon aimed at her back.

      “That includes you too, Major!” Peterson added while the cold metallic end of his eRifle pushed firmly to the back of Chloe’s neck.

      She took a deep breath and then considered her options in this newfound ordeal. She still felt the barrel of the rifle jabbing her in the back of her neck, all the while she directly faced the main entrance to the transport with her hands not up as he requested. Perfect, she thought. The others won’t be at risk if what she does doesn’t work out.

      At a slow and steady pace, her hands began to rise into the air as requested. As they reached the halfway mark to being fully raised, she made her move.

      She shifted her body to the side while spinning around to face Peterson. One of her hands launched up to grab and force the rifle upward, while the second one balled into a fist and shot toward his gut. Two shots from his weapon roared; had this been an old-world weapon, the recoil would have made its presence known across her hand, which held the rifle up. Quick thinking on Chris’s and Sarah’s part led them to charge and tackle their would-be hostage taker.

      Peterson fell backward, the side of his head impacting the damaged control terminal up front. He didn’t fall to the ground. Instead, Peterson’s head rested along the edge of the terminal, his body lifeless by its side. Chloe’s face moved in to closer examine him; she saw the grisly sight of a piece of debris lodged inside his temple, holding his body up like a coat hanger.

      “I guess we won’t be getting answers from him,” Chloe said as blood gushed out the side of Peterson’s head.

      “Well, shit.” Sarah ended her statement abruptly with a cough.

      Right—the smoke—we’ve got to get out of here. Chloe’s thoughts jumped back to a sense of urgency. She raced back toward the entrance to finish what she sought to do before the brief interruption. The doors swung up, letting in white light from the snow-covered mountain peak. The smoke from within the transport began to escape outside into the cold air as the surviving occupants of the crash did the same—only to be sent back in from weapons’ fire from an unknown source. eRifle bullets traveling at a fraction of the speed of light sent plumes of snow up toward Chloe and her team.

      “Please tell me we got some guns stored away back there,” Chloe said. Sarah’s and Chris’s hands examined the overhead storage compartments. Chloe looked back toward them after not hearing a reply to her question; Chris frowned and shook his head. “I thought keeping those stocked with weapons was standard!”

      “Maybe with Radiance,” said Chris.

      Sarah ran over toward Peterson’s body—more specifically his eRifle. I guess one gun is better than no gun, Chloe thought. As Sarah’s hands gripped the rifle, a computer voice said, “Access denied,” and the rifle’s lights and screens vanished.

      “The fuck?” Sarah said.

      “Biometrics—some of the new weapons have them,” Chloe said.

      “What the fuck does that mean?” Sarah asked as she threw the rifle in a fit of rage across the transport.

      “It scans your DNA. If it doesn’t match the assigned owner of the rifle, it locks you out,” Chloe explained. “Some of the newer models can be linked to your vitals as well; if you’re dead it locks you out as well.”

      “Anything else about this amazing future we stepped into I should know?” asked Sarah while she and Chris moved next to Chloe and Ella.

      “Yeah,” Chloe said as she took notice of two shadows moving closer to the entrance of the transport. “Someone here doesn’t like us.”

      A woman with shoulder-length ginger hair and a man sidestepped into Chloe’s vision from the right, while another man and a Hashmedai sidestepped in from the left. All were armored with eRifles pointed directly at them while equipped with UNE combat armor. The smoke escaping from the transport triggered small bluish ripples to skittle across the shields of the four aggressors.

      This time, Chloe raised her hands in the air, as demanded by the looks on their faces and their fingers on the triggers of their rifles. The woman from the armed group stepped forward and asked, “Peterson, where are you?”

      “Dead,” Chloe said.

      “Tetsuya,” the woman said to the Asian man with them. “Check it out.” As requested, Tetsuya entered the transport. He had his semilong black hair tied back and a five-o’clock shadow taking form across his face. Chloe heard him rummage around through the smoke before coming back outside, shaking his head. “Fuck’s sake,” the woman said. “He was a good agent, with some damn good intel.”

      “What do you want?” asked Chloe.

      The woman looked at the name tags of Chloe and Sarah, and then smiled as she said, “The Vaughan sisters,” her rifle aimed toward both Chloe and Sarah. “Which of you is Chloe?” she asked. Silence was their answer. “If I don’t get an answer, people are going to die.”

      “I’m Chloe,” it was Sarah, and her untruthful reply put fear into Chloe’s eyes.

      “Step forward,” the woman requested.

      “What are you doing?” Chloe whispered to Sarah.

      “I got this,” Sarah whispered back and then walked toward the woman with her hands raised.

      “Destiny,” the Hashmedai said to the woman. “I don’t see anyone with a ‘Chambers’ name tag.”

      “Nope, but Boyd here…he’s worth keeping around,” said the final man to Destiny.

      “Says who, Justin?” Destiny asked.

      “Says the Hashmedai Empire, according to my sources,” said Justin.

      Destiny stared at Chris for a few seconds, before waving him over toward Sarah and herself. Reluctantly, Chris walked over in the same manner Sarah did and then the two were forced on their knees with their hands behind their heads. Chloe and Ella were later forced to do the same by Justin and the Hashmedai.

      Chloe looked up at Destiny as the ginger-haired woman walked in circles around her and Ella. Chloe wondered what was going through this woman’s head. Why was she working with a Hashmedai? And what did she plan to do with her lover, Chris, and her dear sister, Sarah? The only saving grace she felt was the fact that they claimed Chris was valuable, so for the time being, they clearly weren’t going to kill him. But at the same time, they held him captive next to Sarah, who they think is Chloe. If one were to divide hostages in this manner, logic dictated that one group was to live, while the others were to be executed. Otherwise, all four of them would have been taken away by now.

      Chloe’s body froze with a level of fear she had never felt before. She and Ella were part of the group to be executed. An ePistol that Destiny gripped from the side of her suit confirmed that as she aimed it toward the side of Ella’s head. “Sorry, love,” Destiny said. “I have my orders.”

      Whatever Ella was doing to stay calm during this fiasco instantly shut down. She burst into tears and uncontrollable trembling. But only for a few seconds. A single bullet through the side of her head sent her body to the ground, and her blood from the exit wound splashed across the left side of Chloe’s head. Both Sarah and Chris erupted in an intense emotional symphony of sadness and anger. Chloe couldn’t quite make out what they were saying; the shock of the situation blocked out her mind’s ability to process any sounds, especially when the ePistol came into contact with the back of her head.

      Sarah’s mouth was constantly moving, probably screaming at this point, and tears were streaming down her flushed face. Chloe couldn’t quite remember the last time she saw her sister cry in this manner. High school perhaps? No middle school, middle school for sure when she twisted her ankle playing soccer. Strange, Chloe thought. The imagery of that time jumped right into her head so clearly, like it happened seconds ago. Various other memories came into her head as if she were experiencing them for the first time. Everything Chloe experienced in life from growing up in New York, to 9/11, joining the marines to stick it to the terrorists responsible for that—Afghanistan, Iraqi, Hashmedai invasion of Earth, traveling to Alpha Centauri, coming back to Earth—and now this.

      Destiny’s bullet ripped a gaping exit wound through Chloe’s forehead, ejecting bits of blood everywhere. Her body fell over face-first into the snow, turning it pink as Ella’s and her blood oozed into it.
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* * *

      Port Shala, Morutrin Prime, Morutrin System

      Avearan awoke from her slumber, screaming and yelping in pain while her hands held on to the side of her head. She felt almost as if someone shot her with a Radiance projectile weapon. The pain wouldn’t leave her, and so she rolled out of her hotel bed and limped her way into the bathing area. The motion sensors detected her presence and illuminated the bathing area with light. She activated a hologram that displayed a live-image video feed of her standing in front of it, a holographic mirror.

      She saw no visible damage to her head, nothing out of the ordinary at all, just her in her nightgown. Avearan tilted her head toward the floor; the pain was starting to make her nauseous as her body slowly became weak. And then in an instant, it all vanished, replaced with the warm touch of a hand resting on atop her shoulder. A hand? Who else is here?

      With her newfound strength, she turned around while shoving the hand away. A figure stood before Avearan, a woman…she had long dark hair, which went down to her feet. She wore a two-piece snow-white mesh dress; the dress was bright…almost as if it was giving off light itself.

      Avearan was dumbfounded at the woman’s presence. “How did you get here?” she asked.

      “Confused, she is,” the mysterious woman said. “In time you will understand.”

      “Understand what? Who are you?” Avearan asked.

      “You are the gateway, the link to the one who refers to herself as Ella,” Ella, Avearan remembered that name. It was the name of the woman who touched her mind earlier. It was the very same mind that somehow deposited the knowledge of a human and Radiance language into Avearan’s memories. “You must attune with the orb within the gem. Ella must not leave her corporeal form, not while the other rests within her.”

      The strange woman’s hand reached out toward Avearan’s face as she flinched backward. Avearan’s back was now mashed against the wall behind her, there was no place else to backpedal. The woman closed the gap, her hands still reaching toward Avearan’s face. Soft, gentle, warm, her hand stroked Avearan’s cheeks, then rested it below her ear.

      The woman shut her eyes, as if she was trying to focus. Avearan had one thing to say about it. “This is madness.”

      “The gem, attune with it now. I shall guide you.” Her eyes reopened and began gazing into Avearan’s eyes. “Do it, or you will expire along with Ella.”

      “Why me?”

      “Your minds have linked,” the woman softly said. “You two are one; when one expires, the other will as well as long as the link remains.”
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      Gavin stormed onto the bridge, rage powered his legs to swim his way through the zero-g environment. Captain Xavier along with several other bridge crew members floated next to their designated work stations, hysterically interacting with their terminals and holographic displays. Word of the transport being downed is the sole reason everyone was moving so quickly, so desperately, trying to get answers.

      Gavin floated next to Xavier as he intently looked at a 3-D holographic picture of a snowcapped mountain range. At the peaks of said mountain, a red flashing circle beckoned. “What happened?” Gavin asked.

      “We lost contact with the transport EDF-one was aboard,” Xavier explained to Gavin. “A single blast of plasma from the surface took ’em out.” Xavier pointed toward the red circle on the hologram. “They crashed about here, that’s all we know for now; I have a team going in to check for survivors…but.”

      “But what?” Gavin asked.

      “We suspect this was the act of the HLF, and if that is the case, there may not be anyone left alive.” Xavier faced Gavin with grave look on his face. “Like the Hashmedai, they don’t take prisoners.”

      “In addition to that,” EVE chimed in as she operated multiple holographic displays, “I detected a psionic teleport in that region not long ago.”

      “As did I,” said the Rabuabin psionic Michei from his station behind them. “Whoever was responsible teleported away minutes after the crash.”

      Humanity achieved world peace, but still has problems with radical groups, some things will never change. The thought made Gavin groan, and then he inquired, “What the hell is the HLF?”

      “Hashmedai Liberation Front,” said EVE. “A Hashmedai and human terrorist group opposed to the treatment of Hashmedai living on Earth and the alliance between the UNE and the Radiance Union.”

      “Wasn’t thrilled about the joyride you and Aura took,” said Xavier. “But now? It bloody well just saved your life.”

      “Captain, I’m receiving a communication from the search team,” said communication officer Holly Bryson.

      “Report,” Xavier said to the young woman sitting next to her computer terminal.

      “They…they found casualties, sir.” she reported.
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* * *

      HLF Headquarters, Northern Canada, Sol System

      Sarah’s eyesight slowly refocused back to normal from the bright flash of blue light. Both she and Chris had their arms and legs bound while Destiny called forth for a second Hashmedai, a psionic at that, to teleport them all away from the mountains into some kind of dark shelter. Their base of operations probably…whoever the fuck these people are.

      The loss of Chloe and Ella still weighed heavily on Sarah. After all, Sarah pretended to be Chloe to protect her, but in turn, the complete opposite happened. Her actions killed her older sister and now made her a prisoner to these people—people who might just end up killing her if they discover that she lied to them. Focus, Sarah thought to herself. Dwelling on these fuckups of yours will make her death in vain.

      Right. Need to make the best of this situation.

      Sarah did what she could to remember every detail of the current situation. Should she escape, the UNE would need to know everything. Who was she kidding? She needed to know everything. Chloe’s death must be avenged. As their captors hauled them down the adjacent hallway, Sarah’s mind quickly began to match names with faces as they spoke.

      The murderous ginger bitch? Destiny. Young male, brown hair, fair skin, medium build, Justin. Japanese male with a thin beard, Tetsuya. Hashmedai, Vuyin, and the shirtless Hashmedai psionic with purple hair who teleported them all here…what the hell was his name? They only mentioned it once before he walked away from the group. Fuck. What was it?

      Right.

      Whigli. His name was Whigli.

      They entered a small room, a bedroom of some sort, or quarters. Whatever it was, it was someone’s personal sleeping space. The bed was covered in black satin bedsheets, pillows, and blankets, lying directly in the center. A slender woman, wearing a black Victorian-era-like dress, sat up instantly, watching Sarah and Chris with a spaced-out look on her face. She then brushed away a strand of her long black hair that covered her face.

      “You have arrived,” the woman said.

      “My apologies, Hannah, but Gavin was not on the transport,” Destiny said.

      Hannah, eh? Another name to add to the hit list. Sarah grinned.

      Hannah’s finger pointed at Chris as she stepped closer toward Sarah. “Who is this?” she asked.

      “Chris Boyd,” Destiny said. “Apparently, he is wanted by the Hashmedai Empire.”

      “This is wrong,” Hannah interjected as she grabbed Sarah’s chin, examining her as if she were some kind of object to be purchased.

      “Get your fucking hands off me!” shouted Sarah.

      Hannah ignored her demand and leaned in closer to Sarah’s face. Their noses nearly touched while her physical prying continued. “Wrong, wrong, wrong! This is all wrong.”

      Shut the fuck up, Sarah internally yelled as she spat directly into Hannah’s face. Hannah paused briefly, causing their captors to stare at Sarah in shock. Sarah’s body fell backward with a swift backhanded strike across her face, delivered by Hannah, whose saliva-covered face flushed with wrath.

      “How dare you disrespect the seer like that!” Destiny yelled, her hand stopping just inches away from her ePistol.

      “She is…wrong,” Hannah said to Destiny. “You have brought me Sarah Vaughan. She tricked you. And you weren’t able to bring me Gavin. You didn’t bring me anyone I requested!”

      Destiny grimaced in a worried manner as Sarah’s mind overflowed with anxiety. They now know she’s a fraud. How this crazy-ass woman figured it out just by feeling her face off, is something Sarah didn’t want to know. Destiny finally spoke; Hannah’s furious body language demanded an answer. “I’m sorry; Peterson was the one who had the intel in regard to who was who.”

      “Well, he was wrong!” Hannah yelled.

      “He is dead,” said Destiny.

      “Dead?” Hannah’s face aimed toward the metallic ceiling. Sarah’s spit started to slowly drain off the sides of her face. “I did not foresee his death anytime soon.” Hannah’s face returned to Destiny. “No matter, bring me Chloe and dispose of this one. Her demise is necessary; this I assure you.”

      “And as for him?” Tetsuya asked, pointing toward Chris.

      Hannah grinned, then started to circle around Chris, staring at his dark skin from top to bottom, and then stylishly rested both of her hands at the back of his head. Her eyes shut and then she began to gasp, as if she was receiving some kind of perverse pleasure out of touching the back of his head. Hannah’s eyes opened wide as she said, “He needs to die. But not at our hands. You did a great thing bringing him here and not killing him. I missed something in my vision, something very important.” She turned to Destiny and asked, “You remember Jazz, yes?”

      “Yeah... I do,” Destiny said with shock powering her voice.

      “Jake ‘Jazz’ Johnson is coming to Earth. He is coming for Chris Boyd. He is coming to kill you, Christopher.” Hannah concluded her fanatical chanting by addressing Sarah’s and Chris’s captors. “He is going to help us locate the half-breed once and for all.”

      This woman is either incredibly insane or incredibly gifted, Sarah thought. Either scenario was going result in a whole lot of people dying, unless she was stopped.
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      Port Shala, Morutrin Prime, Morutrin System

      For a brief moment, Jazz felt like he was back on Earth while his dark hands firmly wrapped around the hilt of his custom-made plasma katana. He remembered a time when life was normal, when he was still married to Alisha. She and Jazz often had light kendo duels, her way of exposing him to her Japanese heritage and her way of light practice of the elegant martial art. Occasionally they would have naginata versus kendo bouts; she never got around to teaching him the techniques of using the naginata polearm however.

      Jazz had transformed one of the spare bedrooms in his apartment into a makeshift gym and practice area. Exercise equipment was stored along the walls, while a fitness mat lay within the center of the room. A punching bag hung from the center of the ceiling and two training dummies were lined up next to the entrance of the room. He stood next to those dummies wearing nothing except a pair of shorts as he raised his blade in front of him like a samurai. No plasma was being fed into the blade; no need to raise the air temperature any more than it already was. That and dummies were hard to find, hitting them with the blade charged with plasma would have reduced them to ashes after a few hits.

      Jazz continued his swordplay practice on the dummies for an hour; the workout built up sweat all over his dark skin. It caused his bald head and muscular body to shimmer in the light, beads of sweat dripping off his chest and six-pack abs. He stopped suddenly after hearing the main door to his apartment slide open. Phylarlie entered, and like him, she was covered in sweat as she limped in. He guided his blade to its resting spot, a weapons rack on the wall that held a pair of plasma daggers, a Radiance magnetic rifle, and his foldable plasma rifle.

      Jazz quickly entered the foyer where Phylarlie stood; she nearly dropped to the floor as his hands rushed in to hold her. Her body was warm, too warm for a Hashmedai—as if heat stroke was taking effect.

      “You need to be more careful,” Jazz said. “This ain’t Earth, and you complained about Earth being extremely hot the entire damn time.”

      “I thought I’d be fine,” she said.

      “I’m human, and I struggle with the heat on this planet,” he said, dragging her into the washroom. “If I have to stay cool and hydrated to not die outside then—”

      “Spare me the lecture, Jazz. I fucked up,” she said.

      Jazz’s hands interacted with the holographic interface for the bathtub controls. Text written in the Linl language asked him to confirm the request he inputted: The bathtub to be filled with water and ice. His finger tapped the blue-colored holographic “confirm” button, and then seconds later it began to fill with the water type he selected.

      Phylarlie limped over to the tub, shedding her attire and footwear. Jazz saw her struggle to raise her pale blue legs into the tub so he moved over to assist. Her naked body slowly lowered into the freezing water below her. She was facing Jazz and holding on to his broad shoulders. He could tell she was hesitating to let go. Her eyes locked into his chest. Eventually she sank down as the tub finished filling up; water mixed with crushed ice submersed her whole body. Her head popped out from the cold abyss sometime afterward for air, and she sighed in relief.

      Jazz returned with a large pitcher of drinking water and placed it next to a tray next to the tub. Cooling her body down was only half the battle. “Thanks,” Phylarlie said and then raised her body upward to drink.

      Jazz felt absolutely no guilt in gazing at her breasts, which were now dripping wet with fragments of ice falling off them and down her fit female form while she drank. He got hard relatively fast. “I’ll turn down the heat for you,” Jazz said. “You can find me in my room if you need me.”

      He stepped out of the washroom and lowered the lighting inside. Darkness and cold water, the most natural relaxing state you can provide for a Hashmedai. He took one last look at her before adjusting the temperature controls for the apartment. Both of her arms were stretched outward from side to side in a relaxed manner, and she smiled at Jazz as her red-orange eyes glowed into the darkness that enveloped her.

      The sexual tension between the two remained high all night. Both Jazz and Phylarlie knew neither of them was going to be able to get a good night’s sleep unless something was done about it. Neither of them needed to exchange words in regard to what their bodies wanted as Phylarlie entered Jazz’s room. Her bathrobe hit the floor the moment she caught sight of his still half-naked body. Her cold hands gripped his waist and pushed him onto the bed. To Jazz’s surprise, Phylarlie planted a sloppy yet passionate kiss across his lips, opposed to her wet tongue that he’d gotten used to.

      That’s quite the curveball there, he thought as she continued to kiss rather than lick his lips. During that puzzling display of affection, her hands stealthily slipped his shorts off. It wasn’t until his junk felt the wetness of her womanly parts slide across him that he realized what had happened.

      He was inside of her seconds later, and she began her sensual rhythm of pleasing, up and down, up and down. Comforting lubricating feel of her inside parts caused every muscle in his body to unwind and relax. Jazz noticed that she never fully dried her body off from the bath, as indicated by the droplets of cold water slowing raining off her body as she continued to work her hips. He didn’t mind it at all; the evening moonlight shined through his bedroom window, causing her soaking-wet pale-blue body and sexy, womanly curves to glisten in the white light. Her bouncing breasts on top of that were a nice bonus. He wanted so badly to cup and hold them, to better feel her rhythm, but his hands lingered around her hips, while hers reached down and passionately held his hands. She must really want us to be lovers.
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* * *

      The two began to breathe heavily from exhaustion; after all, it required one to use more energy to fuck in this world thanks to its gravity. Nevertheless it was worth it. Their burning desires had been satisfied for the time being, a good night’s sleep was possible. Phylarlie’s arms made a few attempts to cuddle while they laid in the bed together, none of which Jazz wanted to reciprocate. He already felt like the line was crossed with all the kissing, holding, and passion she threw at him. The last woman to go all out like that in the bedroom was Alisha. Alisha and Jazz at the time were lovers; Phylarlie was merely a good friend and booty call, a friend who clearly wanted to take things to a level Jazz didn’t. Phylarlie was not Alisha.

      “I’ve been invited to attend the Conquest Day festivities on Paryo,” Jazz said in attempt to take her mind off his reclusiveness.

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, I’m heading out in the morning with Veloshira,” assuming she’s still alive—haven’t heard from her in a while.

      “Don’t go,” Phylarlie pleaded.

      “Why not?”

      “That event has turned into a means for the empress, high-ranking military personnel, planetary lords, and nobles to show off and talk about how much better they are compared to the rest, the common people in the empire,” Phylarlie explained. “And you being human…Y’lin probably just wants to put you on display, ‘the human who turned against his own people.’” Jazz grimaced at her statement. “Don’t go, please.”

      “The order might be there.”

      “Fuck the order,” she said with a grin.

      “I still need to get rewarded for my last mission from the guild.”

      “By all means, do that, just head back here once you’re done with the Assassins’ Guild.” She rolled her head over, he eyes still glowing in the dark room. “And since you’ll be going back…take my dagger and collect what little reward is waiting for me for my work with Hilemei.”

      Phylarlie was denied full credit for killing General Hilemei of the Radiance Union. Hilemei survived her attack, only for Nodevar to finish the job all the way at Lejorania Sanctum where Hilemei was transferred to. A psionic out in that region transmitted the proof of the kill long before Phylarlie awoke from the twenty-one-year journey from Earth back to the Hashmedai Empire in cryo. She was pissed, to the say the least, and she refused to accept the minimal reward out of pride or take on new missions.
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* * *

      Jazz’s fist began to get sore after knocking on the side of the captured transport ship that Veloshira and he acquired days earlier. This ship was his only means of leaving the planet without having to pay for passage on a freighter. He banged his fist again, while a large droplet of water impacted on his bald head. Looking up, he saw thickening rain clouds blocking out all the night sky and moonlight.

      “What the fuck.” he muttered to himself.

      “Is there something wrong, Jazz?”

      Jazz spun around and saw the petite pale figure of Veloshira stepping toward him. “Where have you been?”

      “It’s not important,” she said and then inputted a password on the transport door panel. The two stood back as the doors rose.

      “I’ve been trying to contact you for a while now,” Jazz said as he and Veloshira entered the transport. “You missed out on dinner at the Rabuabin restaurant too.”

      “I’ve been resting a bit. I probably missed the call.”

      “Sent a total of fifteen messages.”

      “My sleep needs are quite extensive.”

      “Whatever,” he said, then sat shotgun up front in the cockpit, while she took the controls. The entrance door lowered shut afterward, and the engines hummed. The transport was ready for flight.

      Veloshira’s small fingers raced across the terminal in front of her, and then the transport took to the skies—just in time too, as heavy rain began to splash across the windshield. Jazz saw the city’s nighttime skyline in the distance quickly move out of view, replaced with the imagery of black nighttime clouds and water dripping off the sides of the windshield. Later it dripped off the blue ripples of the shields as they activated. The cloud cover parted, and the star-filled night sky and waxing moon once again came into view. The transport was now high above the storm cell.

      A soft beep from the computers reminded them that gravity was slipping away; the two buckled their seat belts and then became weightless. The blackness of space and the odd ship in orbit could now be seen with a bit of ice buildup along the sides of the windshield. The rainwater that had previously soaked it snapped frozen.

      “You’re going to love the reward from our last kill,” Veloshira said as she keyed a new course.

      “What is it?”

      “I’d rather not tell you,” she said and smiled at Jazz. “It’s a surprise.”

      “By the way, I’ve been invited to the Conquest Day festival.”

      “Oh,” she said quietly. “I didn’t know that.”

      That’s because you didn’t fucking answer my messages! “I was told not to go, but…”

      “You should go. Members of the Assassins’ Guild are rarely invited.” The stars and anti-asteroid platforms began to zoom by fast as the transport entered sublight speeds. “Having someone there to represent us other than the guild master would be lovely.”

      “Are you OK with the detour, then?”

      “Yes, I was planning to watch the parade anyway with my son,” Veloshira continued. “You going to the party will give me more time to see him.” Then, with jubilation in her voice, she added, “This works out perfectly!”

      The two later removed their seatbelts and floated toward the back of the transport where its cryo tubes were kept after confirming no ships were following them. The space bridge was hidden outside the system. A solid eleven- to twelve-day trip. This was done to prevent Radiance from knowing its exact location. Though nowadays, Radiance’s interest with the empire’s presence in the system became less and less and vice versa.
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* * *

      Paryo, Uemaesce System

      It took twelve days for the transport ship Jazz and Veloshira traveled on to arrive at the space bridge, and then another ten hours for it to be reassembled atom by atom as it was teleported over the distance of fourteen and a half light-years. It was hard for Jazz to imagine that this was the capital of the Hashmedai Empire, the Linl home world was less than five light-years away and the Aryile home world and capital of the Radiance Union was a little over seven light-years away. The Hashmedai were surrounded by enemies for centuries and still managed to keep this system safe and invasion free, Radiance was probably too afraid to attack.

      As their transport flew across the system, they passed by a number of planets. Each one had multiple command ships in orbit, even planets with no major settlements on them were protected by the impressive Hashmedai navy.

      Hours later they made a flyby past a gas giant, the only one that was a part of the inner planets. In addition to about five or six command ships in orbit, Jazz vaguely saw helium-3 mining platforms around the enormous world for the first time. Despite this world being an inner planet, it was hard to see it without direct sunlight. Lucky for Jazz, this flyby put them in a position to see what daytime looked like in this world—a faint light-brown crescent in the distance.

      Paryo came into view about thirty minutes later, a white gem in space with a blue ocean at its equator. Jazz lost count of the ships, transports, and command ships in orbit, flying away from it or toward it. A space bridge hovered high above its north pole with a second one under construction next to it, a dozen ships orbited the existing space bridge, all of them waiting in line for it to be ready to send them through. Hashmedaian skyscrapers that extended from the surface of Paryo to the exosphere spiked out.

      Veloshira hissed in frustration and then frantically piloted the transport into a different direction; bring the southern pole of Paryo into view. Her actions prevented the transport from slamming into another ship that veered too close. Space traffic jam, Jazz thought. Everyone was here to attend the holiday gathering.

      The Assassins’ Guild was located inside a massive pyramid structure in the southern hemisphere of Paryo. At the foot of it on its northern side, lay the beach that merged with the ocean on Paryo. The rest of the surrounding area was a buzzing snow-covered metropolis. The high-rise buildings weren’t as tall as the others commonly seen throughout the planet. Most structures were super massive, wide, transparent, doughnut-shaped buildings, teeming with houses, markets, and an internal rapid transit system—Arcologies.

      Their transport came to a landing within a hangar bay built into the large pyramid. Veloshira and Jazz exited and headed toward the main elevator. The two wore their assassin trench coat armor, though Jazz had a thick winter coat over his. The elevator doors slid shut, cutting off the roaring sounds of transport ships zooming past the hangar bay’s entrance to the outside.

      The two later stepped into a wide triangle-shaped atrium. Plants that had a strikingly similar resemblance to evergreen trees were lined up one by one along the sides of the atrium. Dim red light beamed through the windows, shining down upon half a dozen Hashmedai assassins. Nonpsionic assassins wore the same trench coat Jazz and Veloshira had, while the psionic ones wore the black skintight suits. Walking into this area of the guild always put Jazz on edge. He always half-expected to see Nodevar randomly walk into sight. A lot of the assassins present gave Jazz odd looks before going on their way. They all knew who he was; none of them could ever accept the reality that a human, an alien, worked for them, let alone walked on the surface of their home planet.

      They approached their destination at last. A reception desk at the end of the room, where a Hashmedai woman with blue hair, orange eyes, and dark-pink skin stood. Riyel was her name, as Jazz recalled. Veloshira loaded a holographic window, which contained info on their recent and completed mission: kill Leinuo. Veloshira’s fingers then pushed the hologram toward Riyel.

      “Our mission was a success,” Veloshira reported.

      “I’m sure it was,” Riyel said and then placed her hand out toward Jazz in a give-it-to-me manner.

      “Still don’t trust us?” Jazz said as he handed Riyel his katana.

      “It’s just protocol. Besides, I caught my mate fucking a stripper last week,” Riyel said. “I don’t trust him or anyone these days.”

      Jazz held his laugher from bursting forth while Riyel scanned his blade. Traces of Leinuo’s DNA were detected, and the data appeared in a newly opened holographic window next to her.

      “Happy?” Jazz asked upon looking at the results window.

      “I’ll be happy when there’s a drink in my hand and this shift is over,” Riyel said, and then a new holographic window appeared, displaying the eligible reward for their effort. Jazz’s eye lit up, while Veloshira grinned at him, her surprise was unveiled.

      “A ship? We’re getting a fucking ship?” Jazz said with excitement in his voice.

      “Indeed,” Veloshira said. “Our recent killing spree, plus getting Leinuo, and recovering a transport has awarded us with our own ship plus the usual secondary award.”

      “Let me guess, Jazz. Radiance credit chits?” asked Riyel.

      “Fuck yeah!” Jazz exclaimed, while he kept his eyes fixed on a cutout image of the ship they were being awarded.

      The ship appeared to be slightly bigger than a transport. Cockpit up front, personal living quarters in the back, a small galley, and a lower deck that housed the cryo chamber, entrance to the ship, and a small cargo hold.

      “I don’t understand how anyone can live a life where you have to pay for things you want or need,” Riyel said as she prepared a small bag full of stolen Radiance credit chits.

      “I prefer our system,” Veloshira said to Riyel “You work and you get to eat and live. Work hard and get extra privileges. Work harder than most people and the empire takes care of you.”

      “And if you fail to do all that?” Jazz cut in.

      “Then you starve,” Veloshira concluded.

      Hashmedai had a chip implanted into them that contained a record of their productivity. An overseer of their occupation updated a database, listing workers as productive, hardworking, or workers who go beyond the call of duty, as the saying goes. A quick scan let merchants and the like know if you’re good to shop or not and what kind of service they are allowed to get.

      Few people questioned the system, as most Hashmedai were assigned a career at birth by the empire based on its current and future needs. The only time someone switched was during a military draft, discovery of psionic power, or a brand-new career opening with zero people working in it. Many of the nonpsionic assassins fit that profile, as it was one of those brand-new jobs that needed people working within it ASAP.

      Life in the Radiance Union wasn’t a whole lot better, as many of their people were forced into a number of lifestyle choices or risked being excommunicated. It was no surprise to Jazz why the lawless Morutrin system was increasingly becoming a popular place for Hashmedai runaways and Radiance exiles. Let’s hope humanity doesn’t follow in either footstep.

      “Before I forget,” Jazz said, “the kill order for Avearan Slayer—is it still available?”

      “It is, but I don’t think you want to take that one,” Riyel said.

      “Why not?”

      “Rogue psionic, she’s killed two of our operatives already,” Riyel explained. “Don’t be her third and fourth.”

      “If she’s in the Morutrin system, we’ll take it,” Veloshira concluded.

      “Your funeral.” Riyel keyed in their request via a hologram. “Anything else?” asked Riyel.

      “Yeah,” Jazz said and then offered a plasma dagger to Riyel. “Phylarlie wants to cash in from her Hilemei fiasco.”
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* * *

      Imperial Capital, Paryo, Uemaesce System

      The Conquest Day festivities started loud and mind-blowing. A military parade left the imperial palace of the Hashmedai Empire, an enormous tower that rose high into the exosphere of the planet. The parade was led by two young Hashmedai, one male and one female, carrying and waving the Hashmedaian flag, a red flag with a black sword in the center. The sword represented the first emperor who united all the factions that used to make up the Hashmedai world before they branched out into space.

      Behind the flag holders, were the generals and admirals of the military along with Torval, the Assassins’ Guild master. Various Archmages marched afterward and then psionics followed by guardians, warriors, and rifle-wielding soldiers marching in unison. In the skies, interceptor fighters flew in formation, leading the way for a formation of stratosphere frigates, scout ships and transport ships that cast enormous shadows on the crowd watching below.

      Jazz was quite surprised at how massive the event was as he watched from the crowd. Hundreds of Hashmedai civilians lined up along the marching parade, cheering, screaming, and clapping at the thousands of fellow Hashmedai who spent their lives defending the empire. Veloshira was one of those folks; she stood next to Jazz, alongside her mate, husband—whatever you call them—and her son. Jazz kept the hood of his coat on, to help hide his appearance, a pair of shades hid the fact that his eyes didn’t glow, a little trick he picked up from Kroshka when she tried to hide her glowing eyes while living on Earth.

      Nobody asked any questions as to why he needed a thick coat, while everyone else wore their everyday apparel. Jazz’s cover story was that he was making a fashion statement. The shadows that the hulking stratosphere frigates left on the ground was a chilling reminder to him of the days he spent on Earth during the invasion. Ships like that razed god knows how many cities.

      In the distance, Y’lin and Kroshka rode in a chariot, waving to the people they ruled over. The two ladies looked incredible, and they wore matching white gowns and a hair broach with black and gray colored diamonds on it, the red sunlight was reflecting off it.
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* * *

      Imperial Palace, Paryo, Uemaesce System

      The crimson orb in the sky set, painting the skies dark. Lights from the cities blocked out most of the stars in the night sky. The evening party for Conquest Day was held ninety stories or so up in the central spire of the imperial palace. A moderately dark ballroom was where everyone gathered. The only source of light came down from small spotlights from the ceiling, lighting up tables where drinks and food were placed on display for all to enjoy. At the end of the ballroom were windows that looked out into the night sky.

      As Phylarlie predicted, the party was full of Hashmedai who clearly were living in the upper echelon of Hashmedaian society. Women wore ultraclassy gowns, headdresses, or revealing outfits. Oh god, how Jazz loved some of the revealing ones. Never had he been in a room with so much classy cleavage. Men wore top-tier suits; see-through V-neck tops, or delicate vests with no shirt underneath, while military personnel wore their dress uniforms.

      Jazz entered the party, slowly unbuttoned his coat, and removed the hood from his head. He’d had enough of hiding his looks for one day. A few nobles stopped talking midspeech as Jazz came into view. He felt the glowing eyes of many more taking note of his presence. The black guy from Earth had arrived.

      Jazz joined Onatiasha and Zhinbryo at the table where they stood having a drink or two. Onatiasha had let her hair down for this event. She smiled when Jazz came over and said, “You know how to make an entrance.”

      “You know me,” Jazz said. Y’lin stared directly at Jazz with a fierce frown on her face. “I get the feelin’ someone had to pull strings for me to get in here,” he said in English.

      Onatiasha replied in English, “It wasn’t me; I had to pull some strings to get in as well.”

      Jazz was surprised to hear this and asked, “Why?”

      “I was demoted,” she revealed. “I was supposed to be the personal guardian of Akeia and Kroshka.”

      “And Akeia is dead,” said Jazz, and then he began to ponder who sent the invite out for him. It clearly wasn’t Y’lin, and Onatiasha struggled to get in herself. “Well shit, who the fuck got my ass invited?”

      “Who do you think?” Onatiasha said with a smirk.

      Kroshka…but why? I made no attempts to contact her after I left for Morutrin—Jazz’s thoughts were interrupted by Zhinbryo grabbing his shoulder, forcing his body to turn around and face what he was facing…rather who. “What is it?” Jazz asked, speaking in Hashmedai.

      Zhinbryo’s finger pointed to one of the Hashmedai women with the nice rack Jazz was staring at. “I saw you looking at those women over there when you came in; this is good,” Zhinbryo said. “I hope you focus your efforts on the beauty of Hashmedai women, and not on disgusting Rabuabin,” Zhinbryo grinned at the woman while she ate a piece of meat on a skewer. “Look at the way she walks, the way her eyes glow, her soft blue skin, her fangs as they tear the flesh from the meal she is consuming. Perfection. No Rabuabin…or human woman will ever come close to that.”

      “If she’s so great, then go for her,” Jazz said.

      “I was giving you the honor of seducing her.” Zhinbryo’s eyebrow rose. “But, if you are not ready to penetrate a Hashmedai woman just yet.” Zhinbryo’s hands placed the drink he was holding in Jazz’s hands and then walked over to her to talk.

      Guess he forgot about that drunken hookup Onatiasha and I had back on Earth, Jazz thought.

      An older Hashmedai man with dark blue skin entered, his eyes were glowing yellow. Next to him were three women. They all had blue skin and dressed in a provocative manner that made Jazz get slightly hard. Onatiasha’s lips curled at the sight of the man as she said in English, “Lord Hasiv and his harem.” Onatiasha handed her drink to Jazz in the same manner Zhinbryo had.

      Do I look like a fucking barkeep?

      “I’ll be back in a few,” she said and began to walk away toward Hasiv.

      “What’s his deal?” Jazz called out to her.

      She stopped for a moment to address Jazz. “Remember that contact I talked about?”

      “Well shit.”

      “He’s the lord of Taxah; colonies like his have their own celebrating to do and are expected to be a part of.” Onatiasha’s orange glowing eyes returned to Hasiv. “If he came all the way out here, then...”
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      Imperial Palace, Paryo, Uemaesce System

      The darkness of the party gave Onatiasha and Hasiv the perfect cover to sneak outside to the balcony. A spectacular panoramic view of the icy city below them could be seen, along with its towering buildings, arcologies. Every structure, every ship in the sky and vehicle on the ground had made a significant contribution to the light population of the region.

      Onatiasha wrapped her fingers around the balcony’s frost covered handrails, while Hasiv’s aging body slowly crept beside her like an Earth turtle. “You must have a great many questions on your mind,” Hasiv said.

      “Taxah has its own plans for Conquest Day,” Onatiasha said. “Why are you here?”

      “There was an attempt on my life,” he said as his yellow glowing eyes tilted lower toward the city below.

      “Assassins?”

      “Yes, my guardian took care of them but, I have reason to believe they’ll try something again during the festivities,” he explained.

      “So you made a surprise visit here.”

      “No assassin would dare carry out an attack in the imperial palace,” his wrinkled hands reached out to feel the icy wind chill. “Especially one taking on a Celestial Order kill request.”

      Onatiasha snorted and then concluded, “So now we’re your bodyguards.”

      “I put my life on the line to leave the order and feed you information.” The glow from his eyes vanished as they shut. “And now, I’m starting to regret it.”

      “What do you want?”

      “Y’lin seems to think only one guardian is enough for a lord,” Hasiv said. “If I can’t stay alive, I can’t feed you more information.”

      “Then request more protection. The Assassins’ Guild has a hit on you.” Onatiasha’s voice was stern.

      “A hit petitioned from the order—the guild will deny that any such contract exists.”

      “Can’t we provide them with proof of your attack?”

      “The only proof we have is some overturned furniture and the word of a guardian and me.”

      And considering you had Noylarlie and Iolysta hiding with you years ago. Your word means nothing to the empress. “I’ll request to be transferred to a base in Taxah,” Onatiasha said.

      “Zhinbryo too,” Hasiv added. “Two guardians and a warrior—no assassin will risk that.”

      Onatiasha let out a small laugh and then said, “Unless they send more.”

      “Once I’m satisfied I’m safe, you’ll get new intel.” Hasiv slowly turned around to leave…but not before stroking Onatiasha’s hip in the most inappropriate manner possible.

      I’m going to slit your throat the instant you’re useless to me, she thought while her whole body tensed up.

      “And believe me,” he added, “you’re going to want to know what I have to say.”

      Onatiasha pushed back from the railing she was leaning on, while her mind was processing the new situation she found herself in. Being stuck on Taxah was going to limit her investigation into the Celestial Order, speaking with another one of her contacts, not to mention limit her power to find the agent who was working within the palace. However, keeping Hasiv alive is critical. When she, Zhinbryo, Phylarlie, Jazz, and Kroshka returned to the empire from Earth, they had nothing to go with in regard to their search into the existence of the order. Each and every search turned up no results until Hasiv showed up, wanting to strike back at the order for failing to protect Iolysta from execution.

      Onatiasha felt a pair of hands travel up her hips. Must be Hasiv again. She spun around with fury in her voice and said, “Listen, touch me again like that and—” She stopped midsentence. This wasn’t Hasiv; in fact, he was nowhere in sight.

      A young woman with short blood-red hair, hair that was eerily being blown in the wind, stood close to Onatiasha. So close, their lips almost touched. And at one point, Onatiasha thought that was going to happen. So she pivoted her head backward to create distance. Now if only this woman would let go of her hips.

      “And what?” the woman asked.

      “Who are you?”

      “Di’aria Wintersembrace,” she said softly. “And you must be Onatiasha Ladyknight, the guardian who failed to keep Akeia alive.” Onatiasha could see she wasn’t going to let go of her, so she pushed her aside and walked toward the exit leading into the ballroom. “Leaving without hearing my warning?”

      Onatiasha froze upon hearing her statement. “Speak quickly,” she said.

      “Investigating the Celestial Order is going to be solely Zhinbryo’s and your job soon,” Di’aria said. “Unless Phylarlie changes her stance…but I don’t see that happening. Phylarlie has another path that she plans to walk.” Onatiasha remained silent. Another person knowing about the order and investigating it was not a good sign. Someone has loose lips. “Aren’t you curious as to why Kroshka and Jazz won’t be much help?” Onatiasha swiftly walked back into the palace to rejoin the mingling and drinks. “I’ll take that as a no.”
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* * *

      Jazz found himself alone at the party. None of the Hashmedai there was interested in talking with him. They kept their distance as he neared. He couldn’t blame them, not fully. As far as they were concerned, he was the alien from outer space. Onatiasha ran off to talk with her contact, and Zhinbryo was busy flirting with women—and doing a terrible job at it. Ten rejections and two drinks splashed in his face.

      A strange pink-colored tartare appetizer was the only food that looked edible to humans. It had a cold and flaky texture, but a nice spicy and citrusy taste. Most Hashmedai meals gave Jazz an upset stomach, Hashmedai ate only meat, and they liked it as rare as possible and more often than not blue-rare or straight-up raw.

      A slender finger poked Jazz from behind. He turned around, and then tilted his head lower; whoever this person was, Jazz was a solid foot taller. It was Kroshka. She smiled and waved at him in a flirty manner. She was still wearing the same outfit from earlier that day, though now that they were face-to-face, he was able to get a better glimpse of her. Her long platinum-blond hair was tied into a double braid. The white gown matched unbelievably well with her pale skin and hair and had a large white ribbon attached to the back of it; the sleeves were transparent along with the sides of her gown.

      And of course, there was that pendant. A red gem with a dim glowing sphere within the heart of it. It was the same gem that more or less brought Jazz back from the dead when Xyniea, a Celestial Order member, shot him multiple times during the invasion of Earth. That gem was one of the main reasons Jazz avoided contact with Kroshka upon arriving in the empire. She was withholding facts about it; that much Jazz could tell. These facts could possibly explain why the commander of the Hashmedai invasion force turned into a psionic zombie with the aid of a gem he had that looked exactly like hers.

      “I am glad to see you accepted my invitation, Jazz,” she said in English.

      “I’m surprised I managed to get this far without any issues,” he replied, in Hashmedai.

      She gave him a bubbly grin then said, “You speak our language.”

      “Among other things, yes.”

      “But,” she said in English again, “let us speak like this. I have not spoken in this tongue for a year now.” Kroshka hooked her arm with Jazz’s and then began to walk toward the exit, dragging him along. “This way—these people bore me.”

      Kroshka’s fascination with Jazz generated enough attention to get nearly the entire ballroom to lock their glowing eyes on the two, as they vanished from sight into the dark. She led Jazz through a maze of dimly lit and narrow corridors without a care that his feet were somewhat reluctant to move with her. A sliding glass door welcomed them onto a wide balcony with a lush and vibrant garden growing on it. As they entered, Jazz felt the comforting embrace of warm air touch his face. Must be a greenhouse, he thought, and the two stepped in, walking on fresh green grass. There was a shield above the balcony they were on, which kept the cold air and snow from the outside world away. From the outside, this area appeared as a hanging garden attached to the side of the central tower of the palace. Looking up, Jazz noticed several other platforms just like this, all encased by an energy field that periodically flickered with blue waves.

      Kroshka unhooked her arm from him and walked forward, examining every plant, tree, and rock with a childlike gaze through her red eyes and soft hands. Jazz’s brief exploration unveiled the presence of small hills and ponds among the alien plant life. It was almost as if someone had removed a small section of a nature preserve from some obscure planet, and dropped it on top of this balcony.

      Kroshka leaped off the steep incline of the hill she stood on and then signaled for Jazz to come over to her with a hand wave. He walked over with his coat now in hand and the image of him wearing his black assassin trench coat armor reflected in the pond adjacent to them. Kroshka was kneeling next to a set of aqua flowers as Jazz approached, her hand raised toward them as if she was going to touch them. The petals of the flowers began to expand, as if they were reacting to the presence of her hands. She looked up toward Jazz with a sense of delight and happiness radiating from her body.

      “And I thought my uncle’s backyard in Detroit was off the wall,” Jazz said.

      “This is one of many gardens within the palace,” Kroshka said. “Each one has a layout and flora from a different planet.”

      “What world is all this stuff from?” asked Jazz.

      “Talsyk, the Rabuabin home world.”

      Oh really? Jazz thought and moved his head to scan for any signs of Talsyk roses, as per Kalis’s request.

      “There are so many gardens here in the palace, I have yet to visit them all,” she said, dipping her fingers into the pond below. “In fact, this is my first time in this one.”

      Jazz’s eyes led his feet next to a small patch of roses next to the flowers Kroshka was interacting with. He grabbed one and placed it in one of his inside pockets. A tiny stasis device activated inside the pocket to preserve the rose. Afterward he said, “I’m surprised y’all made a garden based on the ecosystem of an enemy planet.”

      She giggled and then stood up. “We don’t hate the planets they occupy, just the people. It would not be fair to the plants and animals living there unable to speak for themselves.”

      “And from what I witnessed firsthand, glassing a planet from orbit is a common tactic among your people,” Jazz said.

      “And Radiance.” Kroshka added. “But I don’t fully agree with those means of warfare. In fact, today marks fifty years since New Paryo was glassed by the Union.” She shut her eyes and then revealed with a heavy heart, “My father was still on the planet at the time of the glassing.”

      “Wait, so you were born over fifty years ago?” ’Cause you look really good for a fifty-year-old.

      “More than half of those years were spent in cryostasis or space bridge limbo,” she explained.

      Jazz stopped to think that he was now in a similar spot. He was born fifty-eight years ago; twenty-one of those years were spent in cryostasis, fleeing Earth. It was indeed a new age where your date of birth was no longer an indication of your age if you travel the stars.

      “This is why we Hashmedai do not measure our age with number of years, but rather the stage in our body’s natural development. Onatiasha for example, was born almost two hundred years ago. Spending most of your life in space has the adverse effect of having time slip away, while you remain youthful.”

      “I heard Chidorli’s buried here at the palace,” Jazz said.

      “Yes,” she said, “we made a monument in her honor in the resting Chamber of Heroes.”

      “Can I see it?” Jazz had a feeling this was going to be the last chance for him to be here. Kroshka nodded and guided Jazz out of the garden, and into an elevator farther down the hallway.

      They arrived at the Chamber of Heroes; it was long, museum-like necropolis where fallen Hashmedai from warfare were placed to rest. Each monument had a holographic image of the fallen Hashmedai during a time when they were still alive. Coffins equipped with a stasis field held the cadavers, while a glass cabinet above held their personal belongings, mostly the weapon and armor they were using until death. Chidorli’s cabinet held the frozen unicorn she made just minutes before her death. Chidorli’s hologram stood next to it, her long green hair looking exactly the way Jazz remembered it when he first saw this brave and young psionic. Her hologram was programmed to smile to anyone standing next to it, providing a faux sense that she was still here. Jazz placed his hand on her coffin, and then shut his eyes.

      “Rest in peace,” he whispered.

      Kroshka’s tour with Jazz though the palace led them to a solarium on the same floor where the party was happening. She sat on a bench with a wineglass secured within her fingers; he stood farther out, admiring the night sky and city skyline. “Jazz,” Kroshka called out from behind. “Come sit down, and as your people would say, ‘stay awhile.’”

      He shrugged and said, “As you wish,” and sat next to her.

      “And smile!” she jubilantly added. Jazz’s facial expression remained neutral. “I’m not turning away from you until you do!” And she did just that, stared into his eyes with an enchanting smirk. Jazz turned away, so she began to poke his arm with her one free hand while the other fed her more wine from her glass. Jazz caved in to her demand, more so because of the laugh he let loose.

      “Kroshka.” a voice said in the Hashmedaian language. The two looked back—it was Y’lin. Her yellow eyes and mature face indicated that she was not in a good mood. “What are you doing with that human? I have been looking all over for you.”

      “I am fine, Mother,” Kroshka said in her native tongue. Jazz didn’t believe her for a second, however, as Kroshka’s wineglass trembled in her grip.

      “Eeladen offered to take you on a lovely stroll, and you do this?” Y’lin said and walked over, grabbing Kroshka’s wrist. Mother and daughter exchanged hateful looks.

      Jazz arose and proceeded to head to the exit. Family drama wasn’t his thing, especially alien families. “I should go,” he said.

      “You should not have been invited, human,” Y’lin said with a hint of loathing in her voice. Y’lin’s glowing eyes scanned Jazz from top to bottom as if he were some kind of riffraff.

      “You have a lovely daughter, Y’lin,” he said to her. “I can see she takes after her father.”

      Y’lin pushed Kroshka aside and charged toward Jazz; she was ready for a fight. Kroshka’s glass fell from her hands during the push, and seconds before it was to hit the ground it stopped in midair, hovering while Kroshka’s had extended down toward it, guiding her psionic powers to the glass. “You will address me as empress and bow before me,” Y’lin demanded.

      Jazz gave Y’lin a smug grin and said, “I don’t bow down to anyone…Y’lin.”

      Y’lin replied with a hiss and displayed her fangs. She then returned to her daughter, dragging her out of the solarium.

      “Fine,” Jazz said. “I’ll stay.”

      Five minutes had passed since Y’lin and Kroshka’s confrontation. Jazz remained in the solarium, looking at the large glass window. He had expected Kroshka to clear things up with her mother and return, but she never did. Whatever, he thought. It was getting late, and he had yet to see the new ship he and Veloshira would be flying back to Morutrin in. Jazz saw a Hashmedai woman walk into the solarium with him from the reflection of the window. She had red glowing eyes, almost as red as her short red hair. Diamond-shaped cybernetics covered parts of her exposed body and arms; she was a psionic.

      Another Hashmedai entered. Jazz couldn’t get a good look from the reflection, as the Hashmedai stood directly behind him. The person stepped closer and closer to Jazz, who acted as if he wasn’t paying attention, as if his guard was lowered. But in reality, his arms became tense, and his hands reached into a hidden pocket within his coat. He wrapped his fingers around the solid and cold feel of a plasma pistol.

      The woman with red hair remained in her spot. Her arms were crossed, and she had the look of a person who was fascinated by something—either the person who was closing in fast behind Jazz or the fact that Jazz was ready and waiting for an ambush.

      The strange person was now close enough to reach out and touch Jazz—or stab him. Your move, he thought as he removed the safety from his pistol. A psionic push made Jazz’s body launch forward through the solarium window, shattering it. His body spiraled out of control, taking a ninety-story plunge to the base of the palace below.

      Well fuck.

      Jazz by now was all too familiar with what a telekinetic push feels like. And there was no doubt in his mind a psionic from behind did just that—launched him out the window with his or her mind. The sight of the ground got bigger and bigger as he neared it; the freezing winds from his fall rippled through his face. Impact was seconds away. He took comfort in the fact that death would be instant as he placed his hands in front of his face, not that it would do much. This must be karma for Jason…

      His body stopped shy of the land below and hovered like the wine Kroshka dropped a few minutes ago. Someone with psionic powers didn’t want me to die tonight. Jazz’s body shifted right side up, and the woman with red hair floated next to him. Her cybernetics was glowing bright white.

      “What took you so long?” Jazz half-jokingly said.

      She replied, “I wanted to make sure you fully understood who’s got the power.”

      Jazz’s body shot up into the sky along the tower, he was traveling faster than the elevator. Ninety stories were climbed in a mere forty-five seconds, a psionic barrier was cast around him, probably to prevent him from passing out from the rush.

      His feet touched back down in the solarium he was pushed out of. The chaotic sounds and sights of people screaming, blood splattering across the walls, bodies dropping, and magnetic rifles bellowing pierced his ears. The palace was under attack. Jazz’s coat hit the ground, and the cloak on his armor activated, rendering him semi invisible. He ran into the fray, armed only with a plasma pistol. What he saw as he peered into the ballroom was a setup of events that didn’t make sense.

      Hashmedai armed with Radiance rifles, speaking English, gunning down anyone who moved. None of the dead looked like anyone Jazz recognized, though some people’s heads were literally blown apart by multiple bullets passing through them. Jazz counted five attackers, and they began to fan out after running out of Hashmedai to kill. Like a ninja, Jazz made no sound as he tiptoed past shredded bodies and pools of blood. Stepping into blood would blow his cover, as he would be leaving bloody footsteps behind his translucent body.

      Jazz’s careful stalk placed him behind a rifle-wielding Hashmedai who had entered the garden he and Kroshka were in earlier. Excellent, Jazz thought and moved in. A young Hashmedai couple was huddled behind some trees in the distance; the weapon-wielding Hashmedai took aim at them, while Jazz put multiple plasma rounds into his head, evaporating it. His cloak shut down as the power spike in his suit’s battery couldn’t handle maintaining the cloak and fighting his pistol. No worries, the Hashmedai couple were glad to see him, and Jazz was glad to gain access to a stronger weapon, the rifle the now headless Hashmedai was using.

      To Jazz’s surprise the targeting screen displayed text written in English. In fact, everything on this rifle had English and Chinese text and numbers on it. Even the design of the rifle was…different from what he remembered from Radiance magnetic rifles. Redesigned to be user-friendly to a human, this rifle was Earth-made, 100 percent.

      Jazz returned to the hallway sans his cloak. If these rifles were like their Radiance counterparts, the electromagnetic waves from them will short out his cloak each time it’s fired because of the close proximity of the rifle and the cloaking device in his suit. This was unfortunate, as he ran into another rifle-wielding Hashmedai—probably heard the sound of his pistol vaporizing his friend. Jazz won the quick-draw match between them; the Hashmedai was now breathing through a few extra bloody holes in his face.

      “This way!” one of them shouted in English.

      Three sets of armor-clad boots stomped toward where Jazz downed his second Hashmedai while he ran back into the ballroom. He threw his rifle into the corner and then reapplied his cloak, vanishing into the darkened corners. The three rifle-wielding Hashmedai emerged from the darkness into the carnage-drenched ballroom. Their eyes moved from left to right in hopes of seeing Jazz as he scurried across the dark areas of the room. Whoever these Hashmedai were, they didn’t have good eyesight; they should have spotted a hint of Jazz’s distortion field from his cloak, even in the dark.

      Jazz looked up and around for something that could give him an edge, anything. He found it. Some of the appetizers from the evening had meat skewered on metal picks, makeshift daggers. I’ll take it, he thought and moved over to the table to grab them. Two metal sticks were now firmly in his fists. He held them down as low as possible so that nobody would notice the sight of floating sticks hovering in the air by a target in stealth. The three rifle-wielding Hashmedai continued their rounds of the ballroom, certain that they’d spot Jazz. Not one of them stopped to spray bullets in random directions. Must be amateur night, he thought and leaped into the air, thrusting his makeshift daggers through the eyes of one of the Hashmedai.

      The Hashmedai yelped in pain while his partners turned to face the blurry silhouette of Jazz running behind him. A flurry of bullets raced forward as Jazz used the now blinded Hashmedai as a body shield. A few bullets ripped through the Hashmedai’s armored body and hit Jazz. Thankfully the effectiveness of those rounds wasn’t as strong, allowing Jazz’s body armor to deflect the hits, while blood from his Hashmedaian shield splashed across Jazz’s abs and chest. The cloak was pointless now.

      One of the two remaining Hashmedai fell forward, his head riddled with holes. Onatiasha stood behind him with a rifle in her hands, quite possibly the same one Jazz had tossed in the corner earlier. Thank god, he thought as Onatiasha’s reflexes killed the last Hashmedai with a ferocity of bullets that shredded his neck to pieces, beheading him.

      “Thanks,” Jazz said while he disabled his cloak.

      “We’re not out of this yet.” Onatiasha tossed the rifle she had into Zhinbryo’s hands as he stepped out from where he took cover. “Comm chatter states that there’s a second group laying waste to the guards up above.”

      “Shit!”

      “They’re closing on Y’lin, Kroshka, and Hasiv fast,” she added.

      Both she and Jazz yanked rifles from the hands of their dead attackers, arming themselves with them. “Any idea what the fuck is going on?” Jazz asked.

      Onatiasha lowered herself down toward one of the bodies of the rifle-wielding Hashmedai. She moved a fake set of fangs from his mouth, and her fingers smudged off what seemed to be face paint on his head. “The Whisper,” she said, “galactic intelligence agency of the Radiance Union.”

      Jazz lifted his arm to speak into his wrist-mounted communicator. “Veloshira, please come in. I got a major situation here.”
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      Port Shala, Morutrin Prime, Morutrin System

      Phylarlie sat in the shaded area of the Vuanel Gi Talsyk. She wasn’t completely fond of the restaurant; the strange electronic music played there irritated her eardrums with every screech and thumping beat. As usual, her search for Noylarlie’s last-known location turned up few results. She needed a drink or two to wash away the disappointment for the evening, and perhaps a nice juicy cut of meat; the stolen credit chit she had should be enough to cover the bill.

      “The usual?” Kalis asked as she offered Phylarlie a menu.

      Phylarlie’s knowledge of the Rabuabin language was limited; she only learned it to introduce Kalis to human female cosmetics and hairstyling. That and Jazz came here a lot, thus making her a regular since the two came together at times.

      “Yes,” she replied.

      Kalis took her order down on her data pad and returned several minutes later with a colorless alcoholic beverage and a plate with poached Talsyk hawk legs, smothered in a light brown gravy. Jazz always insisted this meal looked and tasted like poached chicken legs. Whatever chickens were.

      “You think Jazz is enjoying himself on Paryo?” Kalis asked while placing Phylarlie’s order before her.

      “What?”

      “Didn’t he tell you? He was invited to attend the festival and headed out there.”

      Phylarlie’s heart sank while the rage in her now flustered face began to burn. “No…he did not say he was going to attend the events...”

      “Aw, he told me,” Kalis said with a smile, the opposite of what Phylarlie had on her face. “I think he likes me, though from what I heard, the princess has had her eyes on him for a while now. But, I think I got what it takes to make him look at me rather than Kroshka. Well, I hope so; he’s so handsome. What do you think? Do you think I got what it takes to compete against the princess of the Hashmedai Empire?”

      Phylarlie downed her drink in one gigantic gulp. “Another drink…please.”
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* * *

      Dorcallo, Paryo, Uemaesce System

      Chilly waves of water splashed across Veloshira’s skin, it was a wonderful and almost forgotten feeling. Bathing with your mate, an opportunity few partners had the privilege of experiencing when one of them worked in space. Taking on assignments in Morutrin was the sole reason Veloshira had this chance. Paryo had a space bridge that could take her to Morutrin in a few hours, and the journey from Morutrin Prime to the hidden space bridge outside the system was at the most, two weeks. Seeing her partner, Neilus, and her son, Peiun, only required passage on a ship heading to Paryo or Morutrin. And now with her own ship, she could be here whenever she was free.

      Speaking of Neilus, what had become of him? Neilus promised to bathe with her after they finished an hour-long session of copulation. At last he arrived; Neilus’s nude body entered the pitch black bathing chamber. The only source of light was one that was built into the bottom of the bathtub, which resulted in faint ripples of light painting the ceiling above, on the sides of the tub, and on Veloshira’s body. Neilus sat next to her, submerging his body into the cold refreshing bathwater, and the two lovers began to embrace while their tongues began a sensual journey, gliding across the surface of each other’s neck. His cold, firm hands cupped her wet breasts, as she shut her eyes, waiting in anticipating for his next move. She wanted her senses to be completely surprised. She felt the water between them gently roll toward her as he got closer, and then the surprise came.

      Her communication implant beeped.

      An incoming message was being transmitted. Not the surprise she was expecting. She heard Jazz’s voice. “Veloshira, please come in. I got a major situation here.” She ignored it, and hoped that would be the end of it, because Neilus’s hands now slid down her body and on top of her hips, while his tongue slid down between her breasts.

      Jazz transmitted again. “Veloshira, come in, please.”

      In the background of Jazz’s last transmission, she heard the voice of a woman say, “Looks like he’s dead too.”

      Veloshira couldn’t ignore him any longer, something had happened, and by the sounds of it, more than one person ended up dead. And Jazz was supposed to be at the imperial palace. A major situation indeed, she thought.

      “Neilus.” Veloshira whispered to him, while trying to find the right words to use. “I got to go,” was all she could think of. Veloshira was a woman of few words in critical situations.
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* * *

      Imperial Palace, Paryo, Uemaesce System

      Jazz, Onatiasha, and Zhinbryo rode an elevator to the upper levels of the imperial palace. All three of them armed with weapons they weren’t familiar with; all three of them were not fully equipped for the battle that lay ahead. Jazz was the only one in armor, but lacked his mines. Onatiasha and Zhinbryo and were still wearing their dress uniforms. The walls of the elevator were soaked in blood, the result of three patrons at the party who tried to make their escape.

      Jazz spoke into his wrist communicator once more to Veloshira after he gave her an update on what happened. “So have you had the chance to take our new ship out for a test flight?”

      “No,” Veloshira replied in a straightforward tone of voice. Jazz noticed she seemed quite moody after he contacted him.

      “Well,” he said as the elevator doors swung open, “tonight’s your chance!”

      He ended the communication and exited the elevator along with his two Hashmedai friends. All three rifles were extended forward as they ran into the unknown, chasing an unknown enemy. Jazz took point at first, only for Onatiasha to shove him aside to lead. Of course she would. This was her chance to redeem herself in the eyes of the empress—by becoming the tip of the spear in this search-and-rescue operation.

      Onatiasha led the two across the hallway littered with the bodies of dead Hashmedai warriors and guardians, all of them shot to death by the same weapons used down below. “I do not like this,” Zhinbryo said with an uncomfortable look on his face.

      “Neither do I,” said Jazz. “Didn’t Radiance try something like this fifty years ago today?” Their trek through the halls led them into an observation lobby, an oval-shaped room lined with tables and sofas, with access to extra elevators. There was a large window in which a few small patches of clouds could be seen below them, and the stars and blackness of space above. We’re pretty fucking high up.

      “I mean this weapon…I feel like a coward,” Zhinbryo corrected himself.

      Jazz grunted then said, “I hope you know how to use it, because—”

      Before Jazz could finish, four Hashmedai like the ones down in the ballroom sprang up from their hiding spot behind overturned tables in the observation lobby. Bullets sprayed in their direction as they leaped away behind a sofa—a sofa that wasn’t going to do much to protect them in the long run. Bullets from magnetic rifles were more than powerful enough to kill targets from behind a sofa. Jazz’s mind tried to think of a way out, but couldn’t. His old arch nemesis, PTSD, returned to share war stories he’d rather not deal with in a time like this. Jazz’s senses flashed back and forth from reality, to being in Afghanistan surrounded and outnumbered in a Taliban ambush.

      Come on, Jake, focus! Jazz thought, over and over as he applied different breathing techniques to get back into present. Finally, he was good. Afghanistan was pushed away and a plan was conjured. Jazz was the only one with armor and medical systems active and therefore the only one who could take a few hits without falling over dead…provided it wasn’t in the head.

      Jazz’s body leaped over the sofa and into the firefight. As expected, all four enemy rifles aimed at him and none at Onatiasha and Zhinbryo. He dived toward the ground, shooting what rounds he could in the process. He felt the impact of six or seven bullets hitting his chest and was certain at least one of them pierced flesh. He hit the ground and hoped for the best; he was out of ideas at this point. The four Hashmedai launched backward with bloody holes in their bodies, Onatiasha and Zhinbryo clued in on Jazz’s plan.
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* * *

      Assassins’ Guild Pyramid, Paryo, Uemaesce System

      Veloshira entered the fourth hangar bay of the Assassins’ Guild pyramid. Her glowing eyes were locked on Jazz’s and her ship, the Silver Raven. A young mechanic named Eiur stood next to it with a holographic window beside him as he performed a few systems checks on the exterior of the ship’s hull. The checks would have to wait for another time, as Veloshira ran toward the main entrance and interacted with the access panel.

      “I thought you weren’t leaving until the morning?” Eiur said as he saw Veloshira’s fingers key in the password.

      “I thought so too,” she said. “Watch the state news and events feed on the knowledge network; you’ll have your answers there.” The door opened, and she entered.

      Veloshira sat down in one of the chairs in the cockpit and grinned at seeing that there was so much more space in here compared to a transport. Ten people could easily fit inside, not counting the pilot and copilots who would be sitting in their chairs. She was curious to see what the rest of the ship looked like, but the lives of the imperial family were in danger, along with her apprentice Jazz. Losing all of them when she had a chance to do something about it would create a form of guilt she refused to accept for the rest of her life.

      Her fingers inputted a long string of commands into the flight control terminal in front of her. The Silver Raven began to hum and hover away from the floor and then launched out of the Assassins’ Guild pyramid and into the night sky. The imperial palace quickly came into view as she zipped up her black trench coat armor and slowly reduced speed. It was a fast ship, and she didn’t want to overshoot the entire city.
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* * *

      Silver Raven, Paryo, Uemaesce System

      “Silver Raven, you are entering a combat zone. Please turn around at once,” said a voice over the ship’s internal communicator.

      Veloshira activated a holo window that displayed a 3-D image of the outside of the Silver Raven. Six interceptor fighters closed in behind her, and she transmitted back, “I was asked to assist in the conflict here.”

      “We have the situation under control. Your help, while appreciated, is not needed,” said one of the interceptor pilots. Veloshira saw two more interceptors come down from the skies via the forward windshield. They placed themselves directly in front of the Silver Raven. “Please turn around.”

      Sorry, I got other plans, she thought.

      The two triangular-shaped interceptors made a sudden full 180-degree turn and unleashed storm of green plasma. “Oh fuck!” Veloshira yelled and then keyed in a command for the Silver Raven to take evasive action.

      Veloshira was delighted to see how fast the controls reacted as the ship flipped and accelerated upward to avoid getting shot. To her surprise, it wasn’t even necessary, the two interceptors shot down two of the six interceptors that were behind the Silver Raven, and then they continued to assault the remaining four. The fighters entered a deadly and decisive dogfight, all the while ignoring the Silver Raven…for now.

      “Your definition of ‘under control’ is amusing,” Veloshira transmitted. There was no reply.

      She continued on course, toward the largest city on Paryo while her holographic status screen updated with new data. Two interceptors were in pursuit of her and entering weapons range fast.

      She activated her communication implants. “Jazz, I’m going to be late.”

      “Why?” Jazz asked.

      “I’m being chased by two interceptors whose loyalty to the empire I question,” she said. “If this ship gets shot down before I get the chance to see how it flies in space…”

      “Onatiasha isn’t aboard. You’ll be fine,” Jazz transmitted.

      “What does Onatiasha have to do with state of this ship?”

      “Ask Phylarlie.”
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* * *

      Imperial Capital Airspace, Paryo, Uemaesce System

      Di’aria’s psionic body floated just outside the middle spire of the imperial palace up in the exosphere of Paryo. Her eyes were shut as he focused on keeping her barrier strong and active; should it fail, the effects of the extreme coldness and vacuum of space would be the end of her. She guided her psionic mind to scan the tower and the area in general for something that seemed out of the ordinary, such as Y’lin, Kroshka, and Hasiv taking cover from this incursion in the imperial family’s home.

      A ship was coming in…fast, along with two fighters. Di’aria’s mind touched the cold surface of the ship and its designation, Silver Raven. A vision of a lone Hashmedai woman dressed in assassin attire with pale white hair and skin manifested in her brain. This was the pilot of the Silver Raven. Her mind began to scan the two interceptors behind it. Her thoughts were reflected back. A mind barrier was blocking her, which she found to be…odd. Fellow Hashmedai ships should allow her psionic mind access, unless a strict security lockout was programmed into the mind barrier…or it was reprogrammed to block all Hashmedai, basically making it work like a Radiance mind barrier. They weren’t supposed to go that far...

      Her eyes reopened, and her body floated toward the three incoming ships as her glowing cybernetic implants shined light on the clouds below her.
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* * *

      Imperial Palace, Paryo, Uemaesce System

      Kroshka pushed another sofa directly in front of the doors to her chamber. Y’lin, Hasiv, Eeladen, and two royal guards armed with plasma polearms were present. Kroshka’s head scanned her chamber, looking for anything that could be used as another obstacle.

      Eeladen placed his hand on her shoulder and said, “You’ve done enough. Please let Talo, Ryi, and me handle it from here.” Both armored polearm-wielding men nodded in agreement.

      Kroshka looked up at Eeladen, Onatiasha’s replacement after her demotion. He was a tall guardian about the same age as her with long brown hair and cream-colored skin. He wore full heavy combat armor and was armed with the standard issued equipment for guardians, arm-mounted shield generator and a one-handed plasma sword with a tractor beam attached to it.

      “One last thing,” Kroshka said.

      She raised her hand toward the door, while her eyes shut to focus, enabling her to tap into the dim energy the gem hanging around her neck possessed. A blue shimmering barrier formed along the door, but its light was slowly fading away. Kroshka sighed as her eyes opened to her less than impressive shield. The cold hands of her mother embraced Kroshka’s hand. Her red gem began to dazzle with a crimson aura. The barrier Kroshka placed around the door started to glow a bright solid purple.

      “Had Akeia had these gifts, he’d still be alive today,” Y’lin whispered into Kroshka’s ear. During their display of talents, Eeladen and the two polearm guards, Talo and Ryi, became wide-eyed. Three more people now knew of the imperial family’s secret abilities—three more people who needed to never speak a word about this or face Y’lin’s wrath.
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* * *

      Silver Raven, Paryo, Uemaesce System

      Green plasma orbs hurled toward the Silver Raven as it made a sharp turn away. The tower of the imperial palace was in view, but it would have to wait until Veloshira figured out a way to deal with her attackers. Not knowing the full capabilities of the ship, she sent the Silver Raven into a dogfight against two interceptors. Carefully timed rolls put the interceptors in front of the Silver Raven; well-timed turns on their part caused them to avoid the subsequent weapons blaze from the Silver Raven. Veloshira cursed as the aerial dance repeated with similar results. Neither ship could get a shot to connect.

      Jazz’s voice bellowed on her communication implant, “Veloshira, what’s taking so long?”

      “I’m a little busy right now. I can’t get rid of these pests,” she said cutting him off. There was mild irritation in her voice.

      “Do a barrel roll or something.” Jazz said.

      In the distance, Veloshira saw a psionic woman with red hair descend from the skies. Her psionic arms were glowing orange as they gathered psionic power. Friend or foe? Veloshira wondered and then made the Silver Raven make a sharp turn and observed what happened next.
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* * *

      Imperial Capital Airspace, Paryo, Uemaesce System

      Di’aria’s glowing arms conjured and launched two balls of white fire toward one of the interceptors chasing the Silver Raven. The light from the blast briefly lit up the darkened skies. The fire traveled at a speed so fast it was impossible for the interceptor to dodge it. Another bright explosive flash radiated from the battlefield as the fireballs slammed into the shields of the interceptor, the blue protective barrier flicked rapidly.

      The Silver Raven was no longer under fire, one interceptor broke off its attack and descended toward the tower, while the one that she shot made a course change—directly toward Di’aria. She smiled as the interceptor’s green bolts embarked on a journey toward her and then blue light consumed Di’aria, she vanished then reappeared behind the interceptor via her jump port. She flung more white fireballs at the aft section of the interceptor; its shields once again rippled blue. A 180-degree turn caused the two to once again see face-to-face, and so Di’aria teleported below the craft and continued her assault while continuing to light the skies with her mighty powers.

      “You cannot defeat me,” Di’aria murmured to herself. Whoever the pilot was eventually agreed, as they changed course once again, away from Di’aria.

      Her mind scanned the fleeing interceptor; its shields were down. One strong blast on its engines should do the trick. Di’aria shut her eyes and entered a quick trance. A single white fireball, half the size of her, shot toward the interceptor. The fighter set its nose upward in an attempt to avoid the blast as the flame neared. Di’aria snapped her fingers upon witnessing the maneuver, and the fireball changed course and started to climb upward to its target. An explosion melted and ripped the interceptor to pieces. It was so powerful and bright that it almost seemed like the sun was up.

      Di’aria looked down and saw the Silver Raven closing in on the remaining interceptor. The interceptor was focused on firing its weapons toward the tower. Not good, she thought and then began to concentrate. She scanned the tower with her mind, hoping to sense the presence of the imperial family. Five people locked in a room were sensed. That might be them.
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* * *

      Imperial Palace, Paryo, Uemaesce System

      Jazz and Zhinbryo followed Onatiasha’s lead down a decorated hallway that connected to sleep chambers for the imperial family and high-ranking personnel. As they turned the corner, Jazz saw six faux Hashmedai and a male Hashmedai psionic standing in front of a door. One of them was tampering with the door access panel on the side. This has to be it, Jazz thought.

      The trio took cover behind the wall that connected the last stretch of hallway to the chambers. Onatiasha’s five fingers rose in the air for Jazz and Zhinbryo to see. She lowered one, then another one. It was a countdown.

      Three.

      Two.

      One.

      Their ambush caught their enemies off guard with deadly results. “Surprise, mothafuckas!” Jazz yelled in English.

      Two of the faux Hashmedai fell into a bloody puddle below them, while another two vanished from sight with blue light. The psionic teleported himself and them away, leaving behind two more targets.

      An explosion rocked the entire floor and the walls behind the three shattered. Air from the outside world howled and began to blow Onatiasha, Jazz, and Zhinbryo toward the hole. One of Onatiasha’s hands held on to the remains of a support beam, preventing her from being dragged out farther. Jazz and Zhinbryo weren’t so lucky and fell toward the bottom floor through the damaged floor.

      A psionic barrier was erected instantly where the wall once was. As Jazz got to his feet, he saw the reason for the wall collapse; an interceptor hovered right in front of him from the outside. Its blinding headlights forced Jazz and Zhinbryo to shield their eyes, and then later run as the ship began shooting the barrier. It was a tough barrier, but Jazz wasn’t keen on taking any chances. A secondary barrage of plasma shots could be heard, and a quick peek behind revealed the Silver Raven. Veloshira’s long-awaited rescue had come at last.

      The interceptor pulled away as the blue ripples from its shields slowly began to fade. A combination of plasma from the Silver Raven and white fireballs from a psionic rained down on the craft, destroying it, and then the psionic barrier vanished. The Silver Raven now hovered outside the cavernous hole in the wall. Jazz saw Veloshira through the cockpit’s windshield. She was waving for him and Zhinbryo run over.
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* * *

      “Get in now!” Kroshka yelled to Eeladen, Talo, and Ryi.

      Both Kroshka and Y’lin combined their gifts to conjure a large psionic bubble shield. The door protecting them was breached, and the shield around it shattered by an unknown psionic force that was on the other side of the door. Kroshka, Hasiv, and Y’lin stood inside the bubble while Eeladen had his shield active, deflecting a hail of bullets aimed at him by two gunmen. Talo and Ryi had their polearms drawn and glowing green.

      Kroshka saw Eeladen hesitantly look back at her and to the door again. She could tell he really wanted to stand his ground and play the part of the strong guardian. But now was not the time, the bubble she and her mother created was strong enough to protect them all, and would probably last longer than the batteries within his suit and arm shield generator. Talo and Ryi stepped back as requested into the bubble, Eeladen waited a bit longer, and then stepped back to join everyone else with reluctance in his steps.

      The two gunmen took advantage and leaped into Kroshka’s chamber, spent bullets piled on the floor next to the psionic bubble as the two men unloaded their rifles. Onatiasha’s presence appeared behind them suddenly, she was armed with a rifle much like theirs. She opened fire, sending the body of one of them to the ground as bits of his brains and skull splashed across the bubble from her focus fire. The last remaining gunman looked back, then ran into Kroshka’s bedroom, avoiding all shots Onatiasha directed at him.

      Onatiasha cursed under her breath and then proceeded to slowly walk toward the bedroom with her rifle extended forward. She ducked suddenly as a body covered in white flames flew through the air. By the time the body hit the wall, only smoke and ashes remained. Out from Kroshka’s room stepped a psionic woman, with short red hair.
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* * *

      Silver Raven, Paryo, Uemaesce System

      Veloshira carefully piloted the Silver Raven away from the imperial palace while Jazz and Zhinbryo walked into the cockpit.

      “What do you think, Jazz?” asked Veloshira.

      “About the ship or your timing?” he asked with a slight chuckle.

      “Onatiasha, we need to find out if she is OK,” Zhinbryo said.

      “Agreed,” Jazz said, then pointed at the hole in the tower. “She should be on the floor we fell from.”

      The cockpit was illuminated with blinding blue light. As the light subsided, a male psionic with long black hair and two Hashmedai armed with magnetic rifles appeared. These must be the men Jazz was talking about, Veloshira thought.

      “Fuck off already!” Jazz yelled as he saw the men and then turned to face them, ready for a fight.

      Veloshira’s fingers quickly inputted a command into the Silver Raven’s control terminal. The ship turned to the side, causing everyone on board to fall toward the wall as she temporarily shut off the inertia dampers. There was another blue flash immediately afterward. The psionic vanished, but his two partners remained. The Silver Raven recovered from the sudden roll, and everyone got to their feet, minus their weapons, which had fallen from their hands. Perfect, she thought, then activated her cloaking device.

      Jazz tackled one of the Hashmedai to the floor, and the two entered a nonstop roll toward the aft end of the ship, punching each other in the process. Zhinbryo and the remaining Hashmedai in the cockpit engaged in the ancient art of hand-to-hand combat. Zhinbryo’s claws deployed while the other man failed to do the same—one sure way to identify a fake Hashmedai. The two continued to exchange blows, oblivious that Veloshira had positioned herself behind the faux Hashmedai. When the time was right, she armed herself with her plasma daggers and then powered them on.

      Her cloak dropped instantly, while her hands thrust one dagger in the back of the faux Hashmedai. He screamed in pain as the plasma burned him from the inside out and hot blood squirted out. Her hand guided the second dagger across the back of his neck. A fountain of blood poured out from the stump where his head was once located, some of it sizzling as it touched the sides of the blade that was still stuck in his back.
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* * *

      Jazz and his faux Hashmedai adversary fell down to the cargo hold in the lower deck. The two unarmed men, unaffected by the sudden and unexpected drop, leaped to their feet to continue their relentless slugfest. A swift kick to the face sent the faux Hashmedai backward to the wall. Jazz’s eyebrows raised at the sight that came next; his claws were deployed. This was a real Hashmedai.

      “Surprise, mothafucka!” the Hashmedai yelled in English, much the way Jazz did earlier.

      The Hashmedai charged at Jazz while showing his fangs at him. Jazz’s fingers reached for his cloaking device button, but he wasn’t fast enough. The Hashmedai, punched, clawed, and kicked Jazz repeatedly. He couldn’t get near enough to activate the cloak. An upper cut from the Hashmedai launched Jazz backward. As he fell to the ground, his hand hit a toolbox from a nearby table. Jazz and the contents of the box hit the ground. He took advantage of the new twist of events, and he reached his hand over, grabbing on to the first object he came in contact with, a Hashmedaian wrench. The tool spiraled through the air, impacting across the forehead of the Hashmedai with a furious thud sound. The blow sent him backward, only he didn’t get up. Jazz, on the other hand, did.

      Jazz ran over and extended his arms outward, and placed the Hashmedai in a choke hold, a deadly choke hold. The Hashmedai struggled for air, air Jazz refused to let it have. Its arms flailed about, its claws started to scratch away at every inch of Jazz it could come in contact with. Jazz stood his ground, showing the Hashmedai no mercy until its arms fell limp and lifeless.

      Jazz released his grip and pushed the Hashmedai down to the ground.

      Or so he thought.

      The corpse that hit ground had light brown skin and dark green scales along the sides of its neck, arms, and back. Jazz grabbed the corpse’s head and spun it around to examine its face. No fangs present, just flat teeth and the eyes…they looked like a reptile’s eyes.

      There was no denying the physical features, the body before him was an Aryile. But he was a Hashmedai just seconds ago; Jazz was sure of it, and had the claw slashes on his armor and face to prove it.

      Surprise, mothafucka, indeed.
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      Imperial Palace, Paryo, Uemaesce System

      Empress Y’lin patiently sat cross-legged on her throne while Archmage Gayir knelt before her. He was tall man with long black hair with a well-maintained body, visible by the fact he wore no top so that his advanced cybernetic implants could breathe. Had he not been born with psionics, a man with a strong firm body like his would have made a perfect guardian or warrior.

      The aftermath of the attack found most of the palace staff cleaning bloodstains, removing bodies, and making plans for repairs. The bodies of several fighter pilots and palace entrance guards were found early the next morning with their necks slashed and IDs stolen. Y’lin’s room was broken into as well and torn apart; her red gem was missing...whoever planned this attack knew exactly whom to hit and when, resulting in Gayir being placed in charge of the investigation.

      “Speak,” Y’lin said to him.

      Gayir raised his head from the floor to make eye contact with his furious empress. “The lab has confirmed that the attackers are indeed human, not Linl.”

      “You could have told me this telepathically Archmage,” Y’lin said. “Why did you come here to speak personally?”

      “I wanted to show you this,” Gayir said and conjured a holographic window between the two. “These are intercepted transmissions that the human assassin we have working for us sent over the last year.”

      “The one who calls himself Jazz,” Y’lin said as her yellow eyes scanned the data written on the hologram.

      “Recently he has made a lot of inquires in regard to the Cerbillon system,” Gayir said while he rose to his feet to continue. “A system known to have lots of deserters lurking in the darkness and the system that is home to the closest space bridge to Earth.”

      “Get to the point,” Y’lin firmly requested.

      “Almost all of the missions Jazz and his mentor, Veloshira, have taken involve eliminating deserters. We believe Jazz is secretly trying to cover the tracks of the humans who infiltrated our great home world.”

      “How so?”

      Gayir continued his explanation. “Earth is a little over sixteen light-years away, it would take the fastest ship at least thirty-two years to get here. There’s no way humans could have sent that strike team as a means of retaliation for our attack on Earth. They would still be flying here…unless.”

      “Unless they used the space bridge,” Y’lin said. She was impressed with his findings.

      “I strongly believe humans boarded those fleeing ships and forced the Hashmedai crew to take them through the space bridge, just before we started to conduct searches of all ships in that system,” Gayir said.

      “And Jazz is targeting the deserters who knew of the hijack,” concluded Y’lin with an eyebrow raised.

      “Indeed, Your Majesty, to ensure their silence, to ensure that nobody knows that humans made it to the empire.”

      “But their disguises,” Y’lin said. “They resemble those that the Whisper uses when infiltrating our worlds.”

      “Humans and Radiance are allies now; the Whisper may have aided them in getting this far.”

      “Still, Jazz was responsible for my daughter’s safe return.” Her voice of reason chimed in, stating facts Gayir probably overlooked in his quest for justice. “If he had ill intentions, he could have ended her at any time, especially now that he’s an assassin. And this attack was clearly targeted toward us. Furthermore, he was nearly killed himself during the attack and aided in our rescue.”

      “But at the same time, since he’s been here, you no longer feel safe knowing that he walks among us, even if he lives in the Morutrin system.”

      She couldn’t deny that. It was one of the reasons Gayir had this data to start with; she ordered him and other Archmages to keep an eye on Jazz. “Yes,” was the only word she could muster.

      “He needs to be…eliminated, and the human leadership needs to be punished.” Y’lin looked on with intrigue forming in her mature face as he spoke. “I have an assassin in mind, Phylarlie. She will be perfect for the job.”

      “No, I want his loyalties tested.”
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* * *

      Silver Raven, Paryo Orbit, Uemaesce System

      Jazz floated in zero-g within the confines of the cryo chamber aboard the Silver Raven. He stared into the cryo pod that held the dead intruder from earlier, still puzzled how it came aboard the ship as a Hashmedai, but now looked like an Aryile.

      “Stare all you want,” Veloshira said from behind. “It won’t change.”

      “I’m not crazy, Vel,” Jazz said to her.

      “Never said you were. The security cam on the bridge recorded three Hashmedai teleport in, one of them being the psionic who left, the other being your friend here,” she said.

      “What did the cargo bay cam record?” asked Jazz.

      “Nothing, it wasn’t installed.” He sighed then floated out of the chamber toward the cockpit. “Ironically, the tools that you used to take him out were there to install the camera.”

      Onatiasha and Zhinbryo floated in the spacious cockpit of the Silver Raven as Jazz and Veloshira entered and took their seats up front. The view of Paryo could be seen from the forward windshield as the Silver Raven hovered above the icy planet in high orbit.

      “I wouldn’t recommend telling the empire about that body you have persevered,” Onatiasha said to Jazz in English. No doubt she didn’t trust Veloshira’s ears in regard to the Celestial Order.

      Jazz replied in English, “I ain’t gonna, especially now that the empire announced that humans, not Linl, did this attack.”

      “It’s not possible for humans to be out here at this time,” Onatiasha said. “The order must be the ones behind this.”

      “And it’ll be up to you and Zinny-B to look into this from Taxah,” Jazz said. “Speaking of which, when does that transfer request go through?”

      “Lord Hasiv is escalating the process, and it should be approved sometime this week,” Onatiasha explained.

      “Well then, do me a favor,” Jazz said, handing Phylarlie’s dagger to Onatiasha. “Give this to Kroshka—something to keep her safe if someone tries something. I have a feeling my ass ain’t gonna be welcomed back to the capital anytime soon.” Hopefully she’ll put it to better use than I did, he thought. After all it would have come in handy during the attack, had he remembered he was holding on to it.

      The new message indicator chimed, causing Veloshira’s fingers to access it. A holographic window manifested in front of her as she read the message. Slowly she tilted her head away from the screen to address Jazz. “Top priority message from the Assassins’ Guild,” she revealed. “They want to speak to the two of us, in person.”
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* * *

      Assassins’ Guild Pyramid, Paryo, Uemaesce System

      Veloshira and Jazz once again entered the wide triangle-shaped atrium within the Assassins’ Guild pyramid. The duo approached Riyel who, as per usual, was working at the reception desk with half a dozen holograms in front of her that illumined her darkened work space. Riyel looked away from her work as they stood at the desk, the look of caution growing on their faces.

      “Welcome back, you two,” Riyel said.

      “We were summoned to deal with an important matter,” Veloshira explained.

      Riyel’s hands interacted with one of her holographic displays. Information regarding Jazz and Veloshira loaded, it caused her to grimace. “The guild master wishes to speak with you in his office. What the fuck did you two do?”

      An elevator took Jazz and Veloshira up toward the tip of the pyramid, Guild Master Torval’s office. The doors spread apart upon reaching their destination, a small triangular-shaped room with a large window on the far end of it. The light from yellow glowing eyes reflected off the window. An elderly man stood before it, looking out at the nighttime snowfall.

      “Veloshira Snapshot and her human apprentice, Jake “Jazz” Johnson, I presume,” Torval said as the two stepped into the office. “We have a special assignment for you two.”

      “Who would you like us to kill?” Veloshira asked.

      “Whom,” Torval corrected her as he activated a hologram ahead of the two.

      The hologram displayed a picture of two people. They were human. Jazz could tell just by how they were dressed and by the Earthly things happening in the background of their pictures. One hologram depicted an older Latino woman dressed in a business-casual outfit wearing a pair of glasses; she looked like she was giving some kind of speech. The other was a black man dressed in what appeared to be a US military uniform. He held a rifle pointed toward a Hashmedaian man.

      “These are your targets,” Torval said. “Chris Boyd, the human believed to be responsible for killing prince Akeia. He escaped from Nodevar on Lejorania Sanctum eight years ago and managed to return to Earth via a Radiance ship. We have not heard from Nodevar since he reported that he failed to kill Chris, we assume that Nodevar is either dead or in cryostasis trying to return to the empire.” Torval continued, still facing the window. “Your secondary target is Mariana Salamanca, president of the new human puppet government set up by Radiance.”

      Jazz had heard rumors of a new global government taking control of Earth in the aftermath of the invasion, but was never able to get conformation on the fate of humanity. Until now. “You guys seem to know a lot about what’s been going on at Earth over the years,” Jazz said.

      “My associates keep me in informed of the new developments whenever they can,” explained Torval. “Empress Y’lin personally requested that you two take on this duty and pass on your existing one to an assassin of your choice.”

      “Why us?” asked Veloshira.

      “Jazz is human and knows the world better than any of our assassins; however, he is still but an apprentice, and so you must aid him, Veloshira,” said Torval. “The recent attack on the imperial family was carried out by humans in an attempt to assassinate the empress and princess. We shall return the gesture and assassinate the human president as well as the human who took the life of prince Akeia.” Jazz smiled at the realization of what this mission would entail—the chance to return home to Earth. Too bad it’s to kill the president. “You are to depart right after you’ve passed on your current kill order. Please ensure that you are prepared for the task at hand, especially you Veloshira, it would be…unfortunate for your family’s safety should you lose your standing with the empire.”

      Jazz and Veloshira exchanged glances. Both of them had some concerns regarding this mission. Both were unable to find the words necessary to convey those thoughts. They began to step toward the elevator when Torval called out once more. “Oh, Jazz, one last thing,” he said. “Tell Phylarlie to collect her reward herself, and resume her duties as an assassin. Or I’ll have her killed.”

      What a charming old man.
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* * *

      Dorcallo, Paryo, Uemaesce System

      Veloshira’s mate, Neilus, buried his face in his arms as he sat at the dining table within their home. He remained silent for several minutes after Veloshira gave him an update on her new mission, a type of mission the two had hoped she would never have to deal with. Their son, Peiun, hadn’t been informed, probably for the best, she figured; he was still too young to understand the complexity of space travel. Veloshira’s father was unaware as well and probably wouldn’t hear about it from her directly. He didn’t even live on Paryo, and she didn’t have time to find a psionic who could communicate with another psionic on the opposite end of the empire.

      “You said this will never happen,” Neilus finally said.

      “It shouldn’t have, there’s a reason I offered to take apprentices under my guidance,” Veloshira said, carrying a bag with a few of her personal belongings in it. “We’re not expected to take on too many tasks, and the ones we do take on are close by.”

      “And here you are, going into deep space on a top-level mission issued by the empress herself!”

      “I cannot turn down a direct request like this from the empress,” she replied.

      “You shouldn’t have run to her rescue like that, this is probably why she wants you two to go.”

      “Had I not gone, Jazz and the imperial family would probably be dead.”

      “I’d still have you; we’d still be a family.” He sighed. “And you’re going to be alone with that…humon.”

      “Human,” she corrected him.

      “Peiun and I won’t see you again for another twenty-one years,” he said.

      She walked over to him, resting her hands on his shoulder. “Listen, for a mission like this, the empire will take care of our family like it always has. You won’t be required to work; anything you want you can have.”

      “All I want is the ability for you to come and visit like you have been doing all this time,” Neilus said. His voice became weak with sadness. “Peiun will be a man by the time you return, and I—”

      “Take a trip across the empire,” Veloshira interjected. “The empire can’t deny you something like that. With all the time you and Peiun will spend in cryo or space bridge limbo, you won’t age much. Time it right, so that when you return here to Paryo, twenty years will have passed.” It was the best she could offer at this point, and the only means for the two being able to avoid the age-old problem of a family member traveling into space while the other remains planet side. “And while you’re at it, stop by the exterior colonies and talk with my father,” she added. The two held each other in their arms, a lovers’ embrace that neither of them wanted to end.

      “Well.” Neilus said, looking at Veloshira’s bag, “I guess I got some packing to do as well.”
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* * *

      Port Shala, Morutrin Prime, Morutrin System

      Jazz finally found himself back in his apartment on Morutrin Prime after a lengthy wait at the Paryo space bridge. As expected, a blast of chilly air hit him as he crossed the threshold. Phylarlie was there, and probably had been for a good while now, judging by the small buildup of frost at the sides of the glass sliding door to his bedroom. She lay back on the couch, listening to Hashmedaian music that played on the entertainment speakers. A holographic window listed the songs she had selected to play.

      Jazz had a feeling she wasn’t in a good mood. The fact that she didn’t talk or look at him when he walked through was more than enough information to go by. He stepped closer to the couch and stared at her—still nothing, so he finally spoke. “So, we’ve got to talk.”

      “No, you have to talk,” Phylarlie said with a stern demeanor. “I need to listen and determine why I bother.”

      Jazz crossed his arms while he looked at her with in unimpressed look on his face. “Bother with what?”

      “Bother having feelings for you.” he rolled his eyes, as she continued. “You went to the Conquest Day events, even when I asked you not to.”

      “What makes you think that?” I don’t recall telling you what I wanted to do there anyway. Phylarlie had conjured a holographic window from the knowledge network, and it displayed the horrific images from the assault on the imperial palace. He didn’t need to read the report to know that it mentioned a certain human assassin who came to the rescue. “Oh right, that,” was all Jazz had to say.

      “That and you were gone for a few days longer than you should have been if you were just heading to the Assassins’ Guild.”

      “Kroshka invited me,” he said.

      “Yeah, yeah, you’d rather spend time with the young cute princess than the older bitter assassin.”

      Jazz slowly felt his forehead begin to thump with pain. “In case you haven’t noticed, you and I aren’t a thing. We’re friends with benefits, as we call them on Earth, nothing more.” May as well let it all out; he knew exactly where this conversation was heading. “Sorry to disappoint you.”

      “I’m starting to realize that now,” she said while rubbing her forehead.

      “By the way, we’ve been assigned to take out two targets on Earth,” Jazz said. “The trip back to the empire is twenty-one years, though you’re well aware of that.”

      She directed her face straight at Jazz and looked at him with a slight frown. “You weren’t joking about us not truly being anything special,” she finally said. “You accepted that assignment and didn’t communicate with me about it.”

      It’s not like I had a choice. “You sound like Alisha,” he grumbled.

      “If this is what Alisha went through when she was married to you,” Phylarlie said as she arose from her seat. “I’m not surprised she left you.”

      She walked past Jazz, heading to the front door while he began to reveal the last details of his visit to the Hashmedai home world. “The guild said you can collect your own reward, and that you need to accept a new mission, or they’ll place a hit on you.” Her fingers stopped inches away from the door access terminal on the wall. Her body language showed a hint of concern, and it grew more powerful with each passing second. “I have to trade a mission I picked up earlier in order to accept the one to Earth,” Jazz said. “Avearan Slayer, she’s got links to the Celestial Order too—maybe you can make yourself useful to Onatiasha, Zhinbryo, Kroshka, and me, as we’ve been looking into this group without your help.”

      “I’m going to take a walk.” And with that her fingers tapped the door controls, and the door slid open.

      “I’m leaving in the morning, and I’ll be putting the rent for this place under spacer suspension until I return,” he added. “Make sure to grab your stuff by then.” And with that said, she vanished into the hallway. Jazz grunted and then entered his practice area. His hands swiftly moved, grabbing every piece of equipment he felt necessary for the journey ahead.
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* * *

      An hour later, Jazz sat in a single patron seat at the Vuanel Gi Talsyk. The restaurant was barely alive with activity, probably because of the heavy downfall of rain. He grinned at the spectacle of rainwater. It was falling from the sky so fast, that to this day, he was not used to seeing it. Earth rain showers and Morutrin Prime rain showers were indeed two different experiences. Amazing what a difference twenty percent more gravity can do to weather. The barriers covering the top of the patio-like establishment relentlessly ripped with blue waves as each and every raindrop slammed into it. Jazz slowly picked at his meal in steady stages. His drinks received most of his attention, having to have them refilled twice now.

      A pair of soft and warm hands landed on both of Jazz’s broad shoulders, and began to move back and forth, massaging his stressed-out joints. There could only be one person who would do this. And her head popped into view from his left side. It was Kalis.

      “I thought I might have come too late,” Jazz said in the Rabuabin language.

      “My shift was supposed to start now, but since it’s slow, I’m going to head out for the day,” Kalis said.

      “So you have no plans?” Jazz asked with a hint of charm in his voice.

      She stopped her message to lean in closer to Jazz. “None!”

      His hands reached in to pull out the Talsyk rose he swiped from the imperial palace, and then extended it forward toward her. Her blue eyes tilted down to examine it, then went back up to stare into Jazz’s face with a level of hunger he’d not seen before in her. At that precise moment, he was glad Phylarlie was gone.
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* * *

      Jazz brought Kalis back up into his apartment suite. Kalis wasted no time pressing her young and plump lips across Jazz’s face in a rapid succession of moves as the doors slid shut. Her hands reached forward and raced to remove his top and pants, each newly exposed part of his body was greeted by multiple kisses from her. He was shocked at how fast she removed his attire. This certainly wasn’t her first time undressing a man…and she most certainly possessed way more energy than he did. Was it her youth? Or the fact she was a Rabuabin or both? It was hard for Jazz to figure it out, for his mind entered a brief period of pure ecstasy as her smooth, soft lips maintained their pervious actions across his body and then later wrapped around his shaft.

      Before he knew it, her face was back up toward his neck with another series of kisses, while his hands went to work removing her dress and undergarments. Her ears began to twitch with pleasure as he began to explore her now exposed body with his hands while she explored the sides of his muscular legs with her tail. It was soft and warm, and it slowly wrapped itself around his left leg.

      The sparks of pleasure erupted so quickly between the two that they never made it to the bedroom; the couch had to make do as it was close. A decision Jazz would later regret. Kalis was a firecracker. Every thrust Jazz made inside of her triggered her to release a loud shriek of ecstasy from her lovely lips that his ears weren’t used to, and no doubt his neighbors, either. Her actions were completely unpredictable. If her hands weren’t in her mouth, they were in his mouth or someplace on her doing something extremely sexy.

      Without warning, her hands wrapped around the back of his bald head, and pulled his mouth toward her mouth, another passionate make-out session commenced. Her hands refused to let go of his head, much like how her legs refused to unwrap themselves from around the back of his waist. Jazz expected this; Rabuabin men had larger horns, which pointed outward, making face-to-face kissing difficult, as there was a good chance of the female getting jabbed by them. I hope she lets go soon, he thought, for pulling out from her grip was going to be quite the challenge. He was seconds away from his climax, and antipregnancy chems only worked for Hashmedai. Being an exile, Kalis probably wasn’t sterilized like the rest of the Radiance races.
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* * *

      The night and rain still dominated the sky, another feature of this world Jazz never adapted to—its lengthy day and night cycles. Jazz’s hand reached across toward his data pad and checked it to see if there were any important messages from Onatiasha; nothing.

      Kalis’s nimble fingers yanked the device out of his hands. He rolled to face her, as Kalis rolled her petite frame across Jazz’s dark body and peered into his eyes in a borderline hypnotizing way. The Rabuabin were such an interesting race to Jazz. And finally on his last day out here in the cosmos before his triumphant return to Earth, he got to fuck one.

      She tossed the data pad…somewhere, he couldn’t quite focus on where. Her naked body over his was far too distracting. “The next step is Tu berry wine,” she said running her fingers across his chiseled chest.

      Customary Rabuabin courting involved male and female partners exchanging a preset list of gifts to one another, and as Jazz discovered, the gifts changed based on the seasonal changes on their home world of Talsyk. First step was the rose. The next step, if the female was interested in going further, was for her to offer Tu berry wine.

      After the Rabuabin joined the Radiance Union, however, this custom became a thing of the past, only being practiced by Rabuabin exiles such as Kalis. Of course, if one were looking for a booty call—in that case you stopped with the gift exchange after the fifth gift, which was exactly what Jazz’s plan was, now more than ever, since he wouldn’t be back for two decades.

      “You might want to wait a few years for that,” Jazz said. “I’m going off-world, into deep space.”

      “I’ll wait,” her fingers slid across his six-pack abs, the feeling triggered her tail to rapidly sway back and forth.

      “Twenty-one years?”

      “We Rabuabin live slightly longer compared to other races,” Kalis said. “I’ll still look the same as I do now.” Both of her hands now reached up to explore Jazz’s chest. “If your plan was to have a night of fun, it backfired. You can’t get rid me that easy!” Her gawk returned to that hypnotic sultry look from earlier. “You’ll be back, like the others.”

      Great, she’s clingy; good job, Jake. “If there are others, why aren’t you seeing them?” Jazz asked.

      Her forehead lowered, pressing against his as she whispered, “I don’t want them. I want you. And I always have.”

      Her aggressive fascination with him was admirable yet creepy. Was this the way exiled Rabuabin females normally acted around men they were interested in? Or was she just a little loopy in the head?
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      Imperial Palace, Paryo, Uemaesce System

      Kroshka’s feet stomped into Y’lin’s personal sleeping chambers uninvited, where her mother and empress to the empire sat naked and cross-legged on a soft velvet stool. Kroshka stopped a meter ahead of Y’lin. Her fists were rolled up, and her fangs scowled outward. Y’lin had a number of servants next to her, all fully clad in their red servant skirts. Some were in the process of patting her dry from the cold bath she just finished taking. Two others stood behind Y’lin, engaged in the tedious task of styling her hair, while one other applied her makeup.

      Y’lin’s head tilted upward to her daughter, probably wondering why she was standing there, Kroshka figured. It took Kroshka a moment, but she finally managed to calm herself down enough to speak in a coherent manner. “Why…why did you not tell me?” Kroshka asked.

      “Tell you what?” Y’lin spoke calmly, unlike Kroshka.

      “Jazz left the empire!” Kroshka raised her voice. “You ordered him to Earth!”

      Y’lin smirked and then raised her left hand and deployed her claws. An eager servant swooped down with a tube-shaped device to sharpen Y’lin’s seldom-used claws. Y’lin then said, “He is an assassin. If I have a special mission, he will go where I want him to go. Much like with Phylarlie when I asked her to find you on Earth.”

      “He will not return here for over twenty years!” Kroshka yelled. “You know how important he is to me.”

      Y’lin’s pale face began to twitch. “Leave us!” she then ordered the servants. The servants all froze in unison, as none of them had finished the tasks Y’lin required of them. “Leave us now!” Y’lin shouted. Panic-driven footsteps resulted in a mass exodus of red skirts out the sliding door, leaving an angry mother and daughter staring each other down.

      The sound of fleeing heels ceased; Kroshka returned to her defiant stance. Her mother more or less banished the one man in Kroshka’s life she had developed feelings for, feelings that now had been converted into anger. “This is not fair to me,” Kroshka said. “It was troublesome enough that he could not find the time to visit me during the year he was here.”

      “If and when that human returns, you shall be a mature woman, ruling the empire with your mate,” Y’lin said and then stood up from her seat to continue. “A Hashmedai mate that is, not a human. I doubt an alien like him would see the true beauty of you anyway.”

      “I will not forgive you this.”

      A slap Kroshka had never felt before slammed across her face, interrupting her statement. “Stop acting like a child. You are an adult!” Y’lin demanded. “You are the last living heir to the throne! Find a mate, a Hashmedai one. Make babies, lots of them!”

      Kroshka held the side of her cheek, which now bore a red handprint. She did everything in her power to resist weeping; she took those emotions and converted them to additional anger. “I will not!” she insolently cried.

      Smack, Kroshka was hit once more. This time she fell to the carpeted floor. “You will do it. You will,” Y’lin said assertively.

      “As you said, Mother, I am not a child.” Kroshka’s skinny arms pushed her off the floor. “I will not carry out your demands; I will make my own.” Kroshka’s head aimed upward to her mother’s yellow glowing eyes. “This is what adults do, correct?”

      Y’lin turned her back to Kroshka, and stepped into her bedroom. She began searching for a gown to wear. “Eeladen has taken interest in you,” Y’lin said while she slipped into a loose-fitting blue outfit. “He offered to get to know you better. Do not walk away from a man like him.”

      Kroshka’s reply was a hiss, followed by her storming out of the chamber much like the servants had minutes before.
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* * *

      Onatiasha stared ominously from the imperial palace’s hangar bay entrance at the heavy snowfall. It brought back memories of her being a little girl playing in the snow with a toy sword and shield. Her friends would launch snowballs at her, pretending to be Radiance rangers as she flailed her toys aimlessly to deflect them. Practicing defending the empire from religious zealots, she often told her parents when they inquired about the bits of snow and ice stuck to her purple hair.

      Three gentle taps on Onatiasha’s shoulders pulled her mind back into the present day, where her eyes were orange and not maroon, as they were back in those days. “Di’aria.” Onatiasha grumbled as she turned around to see that she was doing the tapping.

      “I trust you weren’t planning to leave without me,” Di’aria said.

      “I was, since you’re not supposed to be coming,” Onatiasha said.

      “I see Hasiv’s age is starting to show,” Di’aria said and stepped into the transport ship Onatiasha was preparing to board. “I’m coming with you. Hasiv was impressed with my skills, more so than yours.”

      “‘More so than yours?’” Onatiasha said as she faced the transport and grunted. “Don’t let Zhinbryo hear you say that.”

      “Say what?” said Zhinbryo as he stepped into the transport and laid eyes on Di’aria strapping her seat belt on. “And what is this psionic breeder doing here?” he added.

      “It seems Hasiv is more of a paranoid fool than I thought,” Onatiasha said and then stepped away from the transport. She started to wait for the sole reason they hadn’t left yet. Minutes later, that reason arrived. Kroshka.

      “You requested to speak with me, Onatiasha?” Kroshka said as she approached Onatiasha.

      “Yes,” Onatiasha said as her hands removed a plasma dagger from her pouch and offered it to the young princess. “Jazz wanted you to have this.”

      Kroshka held the dagger in her slender hands; the weight of the blade caused her hands to lower slightly. She looked down at the weapon for a good while. “Jazz.” was all she had to say. After another pause, she said to Onatiasha, “Well at least I shall be closer to his age when he returns.”

      Onatiasha’s face moved to the right and left, nobody was close enough to hear. She then quietly asked, “May I offer you advice?”

      “Of course.”

      “Don’t wait for him, twenty-one years is a long time to wait for someone who hasn’t shown a whole lot of affection.”

      Kroshka puckered her brow and yelled, “He has not had the chance to do so. Mother is always trying to keep him away!”

      Onatiasha’s hands instantly stretched out toward Kroshka’s face in a please-keep-your-voice-down movement. “I’ll just say this. There’s a reason Zhinbryo is always in a bad mood. And always alone,” said Onatiasha. “Don’t be the female version of Zhinbryo, especially when you take the throne.” Onatiasha’s voice returned to a normal volume as she revealed, “I must depart; it was an honor serving for you.”

      “You can always return once you are done.”

      Onatiasha laughed. “Your mother won’t have it. She must be overjoyed that I’m transferring.” Onatiasha hesitated briefly. There was another detail she didn’t mention, and she didn’t want to involve Kroshka anymore in the search for the Celestial Order—more than ever after that attack. But who else can do it? “And one last thing.”

      “What is it?” Kroshka asked.

      Onatiasha leaned in closer to her and whispered, “Seek out a woman named Fahia; she may be able to shed more light on the Celestial Order.” Kroshka’s face grew pale, more than it naturally was. “You should be able to find her here in the city.”

      “Why me?”

      “Who else can I trust with this task? We’re heading to Taxah and won’t rematerialize from the space bridge for at least a month. Jazz is gone to Earth, Phylarlie is acting like a female Yoronarian dog,” Onatiasha explained. “With that said, look into linking that dagger with a miniature battery pack that you can hide in your handbag. We can’t afford to lose your help, but we can’t afford to miss out on this information. I’ll send you an encoded message after we take off. It will have all the instructions you need to find this order defector.”
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* * *

      Cargo Ship, Morutrin Prime Orbit, Morutrin System

      What a waste of my perfect time, Phylarlie thought as the cargo ship she stowed away on rematerialized in the expanse of the Morutrin system. Following up on Jazz’s advice, Phylarlie made the two-week trek to the Assassins’ Guild on Paryo to claim her partial reward for her participating in General Hilemei’s death. She also wanted to prove to the guild that she was still an active member by taking Jazz and Veloshira’s kill order for Avearan Slayer that they had to drop.

      Her advanced cloaking field, enhanced by her psionic powers, along with the new equipment upgrades she picked up from the guild, rendered her whole body completely invisible and undetectable to the ship’s crew. The past twenty-two years had seen a number of technological advancements for assassins and the military alike.

      The biggest upgrade for Phylarlie was her armor; she wore a light version of the new psionic assassin armor. It consisted of long thigh boots, a skirt, a vest, and small halter. As with all light-armor variations, it was designed to be extremely lightweight and consume less power, as the suit had less area on the body to protect and heal with its built-in medical systems. It was also ideal for use on hot planetary environments, just like Morutrin Prime, Avearan’s last-known location. The biggest change in the suit was the inclusion of shields. Hashmedai armor never had shields, as they relied on plasma weaponry for combat. The battery packs that powered their weapons and armor just couldn’t handle both. Ships were one thing; reactors were powerful enough to provide shields and plasma, but the small portable batteries? Shields or plasma—you had to pick one.

      This suit was different. Its shields, while weaker compared to shields of Radiance and human combat armor, consistently shut off when the wearer was in certain situations. The shields would become inactive should the wearer activate its cloaking device, plasma daggers, jump ports, or heavy use of medical systems. However, if the wearer was not doing any of that, the shields would automatically activate, providing a small level of extra protection. The idea was for the wearer to engage in a dance of shutting down all systems to force the shields to activate, and then deactivate the shields to perform the needed task; all of this was aided by the addition of a secondary set of nonplasma daggers.

      Since assassins who use this armor have psionic gifts, those who have a level of psionics strong enough can channel psionic energy into the daggers, causing them to heat up to extremely hot temperatures similar to the white fireballs psionics were able to conjure. The psionic daggers did not heavily rely on the armor’s battery pack. They could be used in conjunction with the shields. It was even possible to use them while still cloaked, should the assassin’s mind be strong enough to handle the demand of charging psionic daggers and maintaining true invisibly with the cloak.

      Phylarlie’s last addition to her arsenal was the introduction of a new disk, a gravity well disk. When activated, the disk would create a small singularity, forcing all matter close to it to be drawn in and orbit it. Users had to be careful with this disk, as they could be drawn into the singularity as well. In addition, using it in an enclosed environment could cause major structural damage, as the walls, floors, and the ceiling could be ripped apart and sucked in. The mere thought of rigging a Radiance transport ship full of rangers with a dozen of these disks put a devious grin on Phylarlie’s face.

      She felt the gravitation pull of Morutrin Prime’s slow grip from her feet, all the way up to her free-floating hair, which eventually rested on her shoulders. She saw the cargo boxes experience a similar process, from floating in their spots, with chains keeping them in place, to falling to the floor below as the gravity kicked in. She holstered her two sets of daggers, and eagerly awaited the opening of the main bay doors. None of the assassins who fought Avearan had the upgrades Phylarlie now had, and it’s these upgrades she hoped Avearan knew nothing about, that would give her the edge.
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* * *

      Port Shala, Morutrin Prime, Morutrin System

      Avearan used her telekinetic gifts to levitate the red gem in front of her as instructed by the mysterious, alluring woman, Nivrui. What frightened Avearan was that Nivrui never told her that; she just knew it. As Avearan’s mind continued to interact with the gem, the face of the woman and her name etched into her thoughts, much like the human language did when her mind linked with Ella. Even Ella’s name…it just beamed into her memories. Whatever this gem was, it was more than jewelry—an advanced data crystal perhaps?

      Avearan’s eyes closed, and moments later she felt her body, her thoughts, tossed into the expanse of space. In a panic, she opened them, but the hotel room was nowhere to be seen. Just the sea of stars, her body, and Nivrui floating next to her. “Excellent, attunement is complete,” Nivrui said.

      Another woman manifested next to Avearan and Nivrui. Like Nivrui, she had a similar appearance: the same gown and long dark-red hair. Much like with Nivrui, seconds after Avearan gazed into her captivating eyes, her name etched into her thoughts. “Aviuheart.” Avearan whispered.

      Avearan gasped as the imagery of Ella and another human female appeared below her feet. Both of them had been shot in the head with a projectile weapon, and they rested lifelessly. Chloe…the second fallen human name was Chloe. “The one called Ella must be mended,” Nivrui said to Aviuheart.

      “There is another, the one called Chloe,” Aviuheart explained. “This life-form must be mended as well.”

      Both Aviuheart and Nivrui looked down at the two dying humans while Nivrui said, “This one you call Chloe has not been touched, at least not fully. It’s not right. We should not interfere this much with corporeal matters. Ella is the exception; you have touched her. The one called the Chloe must endure her fate and expire where she lies.”

      “The Chloe has encountered the host of Emelia,” Aviuheart said. “If we allow her to expire, then we may spend another five thousand cycles searching for our missing sister.”

      How is all this possible? Floating in the middle of space without suffering from the effects of it. The two strange beings rambling about a missing sister and “mending” these humans. Avearan finally spoke up. “I am very much confused right now.”

      “You are doing an excellent job,” Nivrui said to Avearan. “Maintain the link to Ella.” That doesn’t explain anything, Avearan thought.

      “Bless the Chloe with your aura, as I will bless the Ella,” Nivrui said to Aviuheart. The palms of Nivrui and Aviuheart joined, and a green aura surrounded the two as a similar effect happened to the bodies of Chloe and Ella.

      As their palms continued their mystical embrace, Nivrui faced Avearan and said, “The Avearan must have a great many questions to ask.”

      “As will the Ella,” Aviuheart said. “But nonpsionic corporeal minds cannot comprehend the answers. The Anna never fully understood; neither did the Gavin.”

      Answering questions with more questions, Avearan grumbled internally. She was slowly starting to regret swiping the gem from that Aryile.

      “The task is complete,” Nivrui said while removing her hand from Aviuheart. “You may now sever this link. Your mind will need to recover.”
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      Silver Raven, Pacific Ocean, Earth, Sol System

      “Oh fuck,” was Jazz’s response after the Silver Raven appeared from the blight flash of blue light from its space bridge teleportation.

      Teleporting a ship of unknown design directly into the solar system was suicide as far as Jazz was concerned, given the presence of Radiance ships and the new human fleet patrolling the system. Teleporting next to them was worse for the same reasons.

      Using the empire’s data of the orbital path of Earth and the proper motion of the sun, the targeting systems within the space bridge were able to locate the coordinates for the exact position of Earth in the void of space. From there the plan was to directly teleport within the atmosphere of Earth and quickly land before being detected…all while hoping they don’t teleport inside a mountain or outside one. Or as in their current situation, just a few kilometers above the ocean, with the nose of the Silver Raven pointed down at it.

      “Pull up, pull up!” Jazz yelled as the cockpit of the Silver Raven rocked.

      “What’s wrong?” Veloshira calmly asked as she fought for control of their ship. “Don’t you want to go for a swim?”

      Jazz saw the blue waves of the ocean from the windshield get bigger as they got closer to splashing down. Veloshira’s fingers continued dance with the flight terminals. Little by little, Silver Raven recovered and the sunny blue skies of the horizon came into view.

      “Nice,” Jazz said, this time much calmer. “Any signs we’ve been detected?”

      Veloshira’s hand tapped a few buttons, causing a holographic display to load. Her eyes scanned the information written in Hashmedai. “None, that I can see,” she reported. “We’re too close to the surface.”

      “So we’re flying under the radar basically.”

      “Not for long. I’d imagine local-based detection methods will be picking up our exhaust trail shortly,” Veloshira said. “We need to find a place to land right now.”

      “Give me a map.”

      A 3-D hologram of Earth in appeared in front of Jazz. A flashing blue dot represented the current location of the Silver Raven: Pacific Ocean just off the coast of western Mexico. Goddamn, Jazz thought, I’m really back. Not surprising to Jazz, the scars of war still remained on Earth from the Hashmedai invasion. Sections of Mexico were heavily cratered by orbital plasma bombardments; it was one of the first regions on Earth to get hit. Jazz’s hand pulled away from the Earth hologram, causing it to zoom in closer to the northwestern Mexican region; debris from downed Hashmedai ships littered the area. Who would look for us there?

      “We can land here,” he said to Veloshira, pointing to the area in mind on the hologram. “Glass craters and destroyed ships out there.” The hologram vanished afterward. “After that…it’s going to be a long walk to the nearest city.”

      Veloshira piloted the Silver Raven to come to a landing at the designated area, a wide crater half the size of a city. Burned and rusted chunks of metal from an off-world source littered the crater and the surrounding area like some kind of junkyard. Most of the debris was heavily melted, suggesting it was hit by plasma then burned up in the Earth’s atmosphere before hitting the ground. Mostly likely, a Hashmedai ship was destroyed by Radiance when they arrived to clear out the remaining invaders who didn’t run away, Jazz figured.

      Jazz and Veloshira exited the Silver Raven and made their advance forward to traverse the wasteland, heading north into the United States. Jazz had a hard time believing that at one point there was once a city filled with people where they were now walking. Now it looked like some strange alien landscape. What’s worse? This isn’t the only place in the world like this. When Jazz saw Earth from orbit, he remembered seeing entire cities, large sections of landmasses across the world burning, especially the East Coast of North America, where his family lived.

      As they approached what was once the border between Mexico and the United States, Jazz couldn’t help but hold in his laugh at the thought of a random joke that came to his head. Veloshira was an alien, crossing the border with the United States with no permits.
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* * *

      Vancouver, Earth, Sol System

      A modest apartment complex in Vancouver helped provide Destiny with a small taste of normalcy in her life. It was also the only time people referred to her with her real name, Rina West. As dedicated as she was to the HLF, and as one of its high-ranking commanders, having the option to step away from the front lines for a few days was something to take advantage of when the chance arrived. If she wasn’t at home, she was helping the struggling Hashmedai community while teaching the human community to accept the Hashmedai as people. She worked in an old local school that was converted into an orphanage for Hashmedai children whose parents were either arrested or killed by joint UNE and Radiance crackdowns outside the Vancouver area. And most recently, she helped kids whose parents who were taken away from a number of global protests around the world, chanting for rights for the Hashmedai who now had to live on Earth. Humans had rights, Radiance races had rights, but Hashmedai currently had none as far as UNE-controlled territory went.

      She looked out her bedroom window, staring down at the damp streets below. It had stopped raining. Not only that, but the afternoon sunlight had made a brief appearance through the slowly parting rain clouds. Typical, she figured. It was the last day before she had to head back to the HLF base, and it’s only now it decided to stop raining.

      She wore a gray business-casual dress and black stockings. Her ginger hair was tied back, and a small pair of glasses rested comfortably on her face—fake ones of course; her eyes were perfectly fine. Not the typical look for a resistance commander, and that’s exactly what she was trying for.

      In the dripping reflection of the window, she saw a Hashmedai man enter with short white hair and dark creamy skin. He was her fellow HLF member and husband, Dollon. The hoodie and jeans he wore masked his psionic implants. Being a Hashmedai psionic caught in the public got the authorities scrambling to their last-known location. Radiance paid top credits for the capture or murder of a Hashmedai psionic. Destiny’s blue eyes shifted away from the window and toward him. “I wasn’t expecting to see you here,” she said.

      “Just here for tonight. Hannah had another vision,” Dollon said.

      Destiny grimaced at the hearing the words “Hannah had another vision.”

      “That means all hands on deck as of tomorrow.”

      Dollon shrugged his large cybernetic-augmented shoulders. “Pretty much.” He walked over to Destiny and wrapped his hands around her hips. Her lips latched on to his, and the two kissed passionately. His hands still firmly rested on her waist while her hands slid between his arms and around the sides of his chest. She could feel the cold metallic implants through his top. She shut her eyes while their lips continued their exotic dance, and she began to think of the time she finally managed to train him to kiss her rather than lick her, as Hashmedai typically do with their mates.

      Not that she hated to be licked; quite the contrary. His experience licking women he’d been with made him quite adept at pleasuring other parts of her body with his tongue. Speaking of which…

      “Just here for tonight you said, right?” she asked.

      Dollon smiled at her and nodded yes before going in for another kiss. She stopped him, however, and her hands pulled her entire dress off in a matter of seconds. The dress flopped on the floor as she confidently stood with a seductive grin on her face. All she wore now was a black lace bra, panties, and stockings with garters.

      His hands now massaged her breasts still encased in her bra. “These are new, aren’t they?”

      “So are these,” her hands guided one of his down toward her panties. She loved the fact that she managed to get him to appreciate the sexiness of human undergarments, mainly the type she had recently bought. “What do you think?” she whispered into his ear.

      “I think I’m wearing too much.”

      And so, Dollon unveiled his robust and cybernetically augmented body to Destiny. She smiled and pulled him onto the bed with her. Their lips locked, while her hand wrapped and remained locked around his hard and large member. Dollon banished her bra and then panties from her body, leaving Destiny wearing nothing but the stockings and garters as he penetrated her hard and fast.

      Kissing, the desire to see her with partial lingerie on—Destiny had trained him well on the art of human sexy intimacy. The best part of it all? Hashmedai men could climax multiple times in one session unlike human men. Their undying love of each other during steamy romps like this caused their minds to enter the same wavelength, and orgasm at the exact same time, every time. Damn, forgot to grab a towel, Destiny thought as their first synchronized orgasm fired off.

      Before returning to the fornication and frolicking, she opened their bedroom window, allowing the cool fall air to chill the room. Dollon’s sweat-drenched Hashmedai body was going to need it to continue. She didn’t care if the neighbors were going to hear or see them; she was a human woman fucking her Hashmedaian husband, an act she wished more people around the world would open up to. The war between their two people was over.

      Destiny rolled onto her belly as he reentered her in an attempt to penetrate deeper inside her. Her right hand held on to his hand, like all loving couples do, while the fingers of her left hand massaged her clitoris. She felt his hand hold on to her tighter and tighter as his thrusting continued; he was seconds away from another release. Her wet fingers went to work faster. A deposit of his seed entered deep inside her as her legs trembled uncontrollably and her moans of pleasure echoed throughout the bedroom.
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* * *

      Los Angeles, Earth, Sol System

      Jazz and Veloshira arrived in Los Angeles after hitching a ride on a train following several hours of walking. Nobody caught sight of them sneaking aboard, of course; their stealth systems ensured that, while the night sky helped mask their slightly visible distortion field. The city hadn’t changed much from when Jazz was last here during the invasion. He was half-tempted to see the areas of Cedars-Sinai hospital he shot up during a PTSD-fueled search for Alisha and Hannah.

      The two remained in their invisible state as they walked across the sidewalk in the downtown core of the city, getting the lay of the land. As time went on, Jazz noticed that a few Hashmedai were seen in public—keyword was few. And most of the ones he saw were being harassed by what looked like Radiance rangers in combat armor, holding rifles. Some got detained and hauled into some kind of patrol vehicle, while a few others were let free. Let`s hope Veloshira is part of that group that can walk free, Jazz thought, for the two will have to shut down their cloaking device soon. The batteries won`t last forever, after all.

      After an hour of being in LA, the two stepped out from a dark alley, sans their cloaking field to test people’s responses. A few pedestrians launched glances at the human and the pale-skinned Hashmedai woman wearing black trench coats, but most went about their evening. Veloshira did her best to keep her eyes toward the ground, in hopes that few would take note of her orange eyes. Radiance rangers and UNE soldiers periodically were seen in the distance on patrol, forcing Jazz and Veloshira to change direction at the nearest intersection and in some instances, backtrack completely.

      The presence of patrols seemed to have increased relatively quickly, making Jazz increasingly frustrated. At this rate, the two would have to reenter cloak again, just to slip past these patrols and blockades.
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* * *

      HLF Headquarters, Northern Canada, Sol System

      Destiny stepped into the Combat Information Center (CIC) within the HLF base. She was now dressed like the commander everyone within this organization respected: tank top, black cargo pants, and boots. The base was essentially an old Hashmedaian stratosphere frigate that was shot down, but not destroyed during the war. Operators of human and Hashmedai descent attended a few computer terminals, mostly relaying critical information to HLF operatives across the globe. Other stations had teams of hackers, using their talents to gain access to vital intel, or bank accounts; running a resistance operation wasn’t cheap.

      “There you are,” said Whigli from across the CIC. “Where is Dollon?”

      Her feet carried her over toward Whigli. He wore his typical psionic attire of an open long coat with no top underneath while his cybernetic implants reflected the light radiated by the holograms next to him. “Give the man his one day off,” Destiny said.

      “If what Hannah says is true—”

      “Yeah, yeah, no breaks for anyone for a while,” Destiny cut in. “So what do you have for me?”

      Whigli’s hand rested on the shoulder of a young woman who sat at the computer screen next to him. “Eupiar, if you will,” he said.

      Eupiar was Dollon’s niece, and as Destiny recalled, she was one of the first Hashmedai human hybrids, an exotic blend of Latino and Hashmedaian features along with red eyes that didn’t glow much. “Chatter from UNE and Radiance patrols in LA suggests they detected the presence of low-level stealth devices in use,” Eupiar reported.

      Destiny’s arms crossed, and her eyebrow rose as she muttered, “Stealth.” softly.

      Whigli chimed in. “Nodevar, Lettielia, and Phylarlie were the only assassins who came to Earth, and therefore the only ones who would have had cloaking devices.”

      “And the Hashmedai are the only people who can develop stealth tech like that, correct?” Destiny said.

      “Exactly. Someone from the empire has landed here just recently,” Whigli concluded.

      “Hannah predicted that Jazz and another will be here today,” said Destiny. “It has to be them.”

      “Well…the UNE along with their Radiance overlords know something is up,” Eupiar said. “I’ll hook you up with the approximate location the patrols plan to search.”

      “I’ll take it. Good work, Eupiar,” Destiny said.

      “Cheers,” Eupiar replied as Destiny stormed off toward the main elevator.

      “I need a fire team with at least one psionic assembled on the double!” Destiny ordered.

      “Will do,” Whigli said.

      Destiny’s fingers interacted with the elevator controls, and a soft chime beamed, indicating one was on the way. “I’ll be suiting up down below if you need anything else from me,” Destiny added.

      “You’re going on this one?” Whigli asked.

      After the mix-up with the last operation? She had to do this. Destiny’s track record as of late had been less than impressive, not good for morale when you’re one of the highest-ranking field operatives left alive. Besides, she couldn’t wait to see the look on Jazz’s face when he discovered that the nineteen-year-old escort he was nailing was now an HLF commander, who was about to pull him out of the fire. “Is there a problem with that?” Destiny said. Whigli grinned at her, then shook his head. She grinned back. “All righty, then.”
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* * *

      Vancouver, Earth, Sol System

      “Status report,” Ken demanded.

      Ken and Kasidey Hawke sat comfortably in their Vancouver high-rise EISS safe house. Their faces had a light bluish hue to them thanks to the light from the half dozen holographic displays around them.

      “HLF are deploying to LA,” said Kasidey. “Justin will be on the team.”

      “Good, good…let’s send an anonymous tip to the UNE there.” His hand brushed one display away while his other raised his coffee mug to his mouth to sip his hot drink. “Shit is goin’ down.”

      Ken fabricated a new hologram to appear in front of him. This one displayed the status of the cerebral control device secretly implanted into Justin’s head during the lap dance he got from Kasidey, an undercover EISS agent. Such a device had never been used in an EISS field operation, which filled Ken’s gut with intense anticipation. If this went over well, the need to send agents in to infiltrate enemies would no longer be necessary. Just implant one of these devices into their brains and control them at will.

      It’s just like a brainjack, only it works on anyone.
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* * *

      HLF Headquarters, Northern Canada, Sol System

      Destiny double-checked her load out for the upcoming mission. ePistol, two of them, and a Glock 19 hidden away in the back pocket of her blue jeans. A suit of Kevlar armor underneath her long-sleeve shirt, not that Kevlar would protect her very well versus magnetic weapons. However, having some form of body armor put her mind at ease by providing a false sense of security. Full combat armor isn’t an option, at least not for her. Destiny’s role in this operation was to roam the streets, in an attempt to make contact with Jazz and his companion while masquerading as a plainclothes civilian.

      The final piece to her outfit was applied, a Toronto Blue Jays baseball cap. It was Jazz’s favorite team and a reminder to her of the East Coast of North America—what it used to be like before getting wiped out during the invasion.

      Justin, Alex, and Tetsuya were the three lucky ones who were called upon to join Destiny in this mission. They stood in the armory with Destiny and grabbed their eRifles from the mesh lockup cabinet. She would have preferred to have had Vuyin on this mission, but this was LA, a UNE “yellow zone.” The fewer Hashmedai they travel with the better off they are, as the Hashmedai who live in LA are the ones the UNE knows and allows. Her three partners in this operation were also the ones who got to wear combat armor, as their role in this mission was to wait in the shadows in case things went sideways. The number of UNE and Radiance patrols seemed to have been increasing with every minute that went by.

      Whigli unexpectedly entered the armory via the sliding doors; Destiny quickly took notice of the smug glowing grin on his face. He said nothing as he entered and stood with the four, trying to hold in a chuckle. “Don’t tell me you’re our psionic for this,” Destiny said.

      “Apparently, I am the only one available,” Whigli said, “unless you want to recall Dollon.”

      She smiled and shook her head; she’d rather he remained at the base to run operations in her absence. The two of them heading out to LA provided a chance to take a quick trip down memory lane. Destiny, Whigli, and Hannah all met on the streets of LA just hours before the Hashmedai command ship was blown up in Earth’s orbit. It was also that fateful day that Hannah unveiled her mysterious gift of predicting events, for she was the one who knew where to find Whigli and knew that he was injured.

      “Let’s move out,” Destiny ordered. Whigli entered his psionic trance, and his cybernetic implants illumined with glowing light. A bright blue light flashed—and the occupants within the room vanished.
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* * *

      Los Angeles, Earth, Sol System

      Jazz sighed when seeing another security checkpoint farther up the street. All cars and pedestrians were forced to proceed through some kind of scanner. It reminded Jazz of airport security stations back in the day before aliens were known to humanity. In any case, there was not a chance in hell Jazz and Veloshira were going to make it past that thing, even in stealth. They lacked psionics needed to bypass a device such as that. Time was running out, the two were forced to reenter stealth, meander across the streets, and pass the armed authorities who had started to walk the sidewalks with everyone else. Battery power consumption was becoming an issue once again; they needed to find a place to stay and get a better idea as to where they needed to begin and plan their mission. The duo made a quick 180-degree turn and walked in the opposite direction of the checkpoint. All I want is access to a damn good hotel…
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* * *

      “Over there,” Alex’s voice transmitted over Destiny’s earpiece.

      Destiny was on the sidewalks of Los Angles as planned while the rest of her team remained on the high-rise rooftops above. She discreetly pivoted her face from left to right, while allowing the thermal overlay scanners within her sunglasses to perform their task, picking up Jazz’s heat signature. “I don’t see anything,” she whispered back to Alex.

      “Coffee shop, to your right, next to the intersection,” Alex transmitted.

      She faced the area in question, a small coffee shop at the foot of a high-rise apartment complex. She saw nothing out of the ordinary—people went about their evening, cars parked, and a bus swung past. “There are a lot of people grouped there.” And it was that cluster of loiterers who made it hard for her thermal glasses to pick out who was who. “Wait.” A tall man and a shorter woman were kneeling next to the wall. They appeared to be wearing trench coats…trench coats that were giving off higher-than-normal heat and energy signatures. Best part of it? When her fingers lifted the glass away from her eyes, said individuals were nowhere in sight. She let loose a small triumphant chuckle.

      “Careful, there’s a checkpoint directly ahead,” Justin transmitted.

      Destiny lowered her glasses to cover her eyes. “He must have seen it and backtracked,” she said. The woman who was with Jazz tugged on his shoulder in a panicked manner as she began to move up the sidewalk…back toward the checkpoint…Why? Destiny shifted her face farther to the right; a UNE hover jeep pulled up and deployed four soldiers, and two Radiance rangers. A small remote-controlled drone with a dark-blue searchlight flew above them. “Fuck!”

      “‘Fuck’? What do you mean ‘fuck’?” Tetsuya transmitted.

      Destiny ran toward the coffee shop, as onlookers slowly dispersed after catching a glimpse of the armored soldiers and a drone sweeping the streets. “Detector drones—they know he’s here,” Destiny said. “Whigli, get everyone on top of that building next to Jazz.” The drone was fast; its searchlight zigzagged across the sidewalks and streets and closed in on Jazz and his friend’s location. “Wait for my signal,” Destiny said as she took cover behind a parked car and drew her two ePistols, one in each hand.

      “Don’t do anything stupid,” Tetsuya transmitted.

      She smiled and then said. “You know me.” the ePistols hummed as they powered on.
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* * *

      Vancouver, Earth, Sol System

      “Now?” Kasidey asked as she stood in the middle of the living room of the safe house condo suite. There was a large holographic window in front of her, displaying everything Justin could see from his eyes. Namely his fellow partners in crime as they looked down at the evening LA streets below them.

      “Wait for it; I want those two stealth units exposed,” Ken said while fingers slapped away two holograms. “When you take control, I want you to shoot Whigli in the head. Twice.”
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* * *

      Los Angeles, Earth, Sol System

      “Freeze! Stay where you are!” shouted a UNE soldier.

      The detector drone hovered above Jazz and his Hashmedai friend; the blue searchlight neutralized their stealth systems. All of the nearby Radiance rangers took aim at the two alongside the UNE soldiers, sending civilians in the surrounding area to disperse screaming in terror. Now or never, Destiny thought, seeing how the remaining enemy forces in the city would be alerted to this shit show any second now.

      She stood up from her cover, and her dual ePistols unloaded a furious assault of bullets, leaving behind two streaks of shockwaves in the air. All heading toward the drone. Blue rippling waves protected the drone and deflected all of her shots. Shields, of course; it would have shields. Why would it be any other way?

      Jazz and his Hashmedai friend took advantage of the newly created distraction and sprinted for cover, while Destiny laid down covering fire, forcing the UNE and Radiance group to hunker back as they reassessed the situation. A task they completed quickly, according to the holographic message that superimposed before Destiny’s eyes.

      “Warning, enemy target(s) have locked on!”

      Shit, they were targeting her. And Kevlar wasn’t going to keep her alive with their firepower. Her feet carried her across the street, while her hands returned to the previous task of dealing with the drone; its main gun was now active. What the fuck is taking everyone so long? Whigli should have teleported down by now.
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* * *

      Vancouver, Earth, Sol System

      Ken watched with fascination as Kasidey took complete control over Justin’s body. Her moves became his moves; her thoughts became his. If she moved her arm to the left, Justin did the same. It was like watching someone play a video game, only the body was the controller, and the character was a real person.

      Via the holo window, Ken saw Whigli drop to the ground in front of Kasidey as a barrage of bullets sprayed toward him. Alex and Tetsuya went berserk afterward; probably confused as hell as to why their trusted teammate just gunned down a partner and the only psionic support they had for their mission. A brawl started, and one of them knocked Justin’s rifle away. Kasidey entered into some kind of martial arts stance and unleashed kicks, punches, and throws that all forced Justin to perform the same task and forced Ken to laugh hysterically.
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* * *

      Los Angeles, Earth, Sol System

      The combined force of Destiny’s dual-wielding pistol fire and the plasma rifle barrage from Jazz and his Hashmedai friend took down the shields of the drone and then later the drone itself as it exploded into a fiery ball of melted metal and electronics. One threat down, six more assholes to go.

      Destiny sprinted toward her next target, an unarmed woman who was among the last to run away from the conflict. Destiny grabbed the woman and spun her around to face the UNE and Radiance threat. One of her pistols aimed up toward the bottom of the woman’s jaw, while the second aimed squarely at Destiny’s armor-clad adversaries. It was a rotten move, one Destiny wasn’t proud of in the slightest, but it was the only way to take the heat off her. At least Jazz and his friend had armor that could withstand being shot by projectiles traveling at a fraction of the speed of light.

      It was a Mexican standoff; UNE soldiers weren’t going to risk killing an innocent woman. And Radiance rangers were explicitly told to never bring any harm to humans except those in the HLF. They want to keep the image in the public that they’re the “good aliens,” after all.

      “Guys, where the fuck are you?” Destiny transmitted to her team, but there was no reply.

      “You don’t want to do this,” said one of the UNE soldiers to Destiny. “You’re outnumbered. You won’t get out of this alive if you resist. Surrender now, and I promise you, we’ll take you in—and not Radiance.”

      Destiny saw from the corner of her eye Jazz and his Hashmedai friend reenter stealth, and silently step toward their opponents like unseen ninjas. She smiled.

      “Go fuck yourself!” Destiny yelled to the UNE soldier.

      A new warning displayed across Destiny’s glasses.

      “Warning, target(s) locked on head.”

      “I’m a good shot,” said the UNE soldier, his rifle pointed toward Destiny’s face. “I will put you down in five seconds if you don’t comply!”

      Sweat began to roll down her face. All the while, Jazz and his friend walked behind the UNE soldier and his friends. He dropped some disk-shaped object on the ground and then proceeded toward the remaining soldiers and rangers as his friend did the same.

      Hurry the fuck up, Jazz.

      The UNE soldier began his countdown. “Five.”

      Fuck.

      “Four.”

      Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      “Three.”

      Jazz still didn’t act; he remained in stealth, like he was sizing them up or something. Jesus fucking Christ, is that really necessary?

      “Two.”

      Jazz removed his plasma rifle strapped to his back and positioned himself behind the UNE soldier who was ready to shoot Destiny. “Fuck!” she yelled as the woman she held hostage trembled and began to cry and panic.

      “One.”

      Whatever the hell Jazz did, it launched the UNE soldier in the sky. Jazz’s cloak disabled, and his rifle aimed upward and released several bolts of green plasma, shattering the shields of the UNE soldier, with the last shots vaporizing his upper body. Meanwhile, multiple explosions occurred, set off by Jazz’s friend as her plasma rifle bellowed. The explosions must have taken down the shields of the remaining targets as one by one; they fell backward, with plasma burns eating gaping holes through their bodies. Destiny kicked the woman she held down and ended the life of the last Radiance ranger with her dual pistols as he tried to flee. Her magnetically charged and accelerated bullets tore through his suit after a six-second nonstop volley, spattering his blood across the window of the coffee shop as patrons inside screamed in horror.

      Now that Jazz was fully visible, she smiled at him as he approached her with a puzzled look on his face. It looked as if he hadn’t aged much if at all since Destiny last saw him when she was nineteen. “We’ll uh, thanks for the assist,” Jazz said. “Whoever you are.”

      “Seriously? You don’t remember me?” she said and then removed her baseball cap. Her ginger hair waved in the wind while she smiled at him in the same manner she used to when he finished fucking her brains out back in the day.

      “Holy shit!” he said with a shocked voice when he finally realized. “Destiny?”

      “We’ve been waiting for you to return, Jazz.” The sounds of Radiance and UNE transports in the sky caused her to look up. As expected, someone radioed for backup, “Shit, we gotta move now!”

      The three ran back toward the building that housed the coffee shop, stepping over the partially vaporized bodies they had just dealt with. Meanwhile, Destiny repeatedly tried to raise her team up above them—no reply. Come on, guys. What is going on? Her answer came seconds later as Alex’s screaming body spiraled out of control from the rooftop above them to the ground below. The impact created a small crater in the sidewalk, shattering his shields, and killing him instantly.

      “What the fuck!” Destiny yelled while she knelt down to check the status of her fallen comrade. Blood gushed out from a massive wound from his now caved-in head.

      “I take it he was on our side?” asked Jazz.

      Destiny looked up toward the rooftop. She saw two men fighting. It looked like Justin and Tetsuya…but why? “We need to get up top now!” Destiny exclaimed.

      “Veloshira and I saw the entrance earlier,” Jazz said. “Follow us.”
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* * *

      Vancouver, Earth, Sol System

      “Holy shit, mate, you are fuckin’ them up!” Ken yelled as he saw Alex’s body tossed like a rag doll off the ledge of the building.

      Kasidey continued to put her black-belt training to use, thus forcing Justin on the other end to do the same. “Do I amuse you or something?” she said with a grin.

      “This is better than a fuckin’ sci-fi novel. Of course you do, mate!” Ken said. “Now just fuck this last bugger up, so we can report to HQ that this system works!”

      She ducked her head, avoiding a kick that was displayed on the holo window. “He’s good,” she said then arose with her fists extended.

      “But you’re better.”

      Kasidey’s dazzling display of black-belt shadowboxing facing the holographic windows entered its final round. Tetsuya’s bloody face could be seen, and he didn’t have much strength left. The screen then flicked and glowed red as a loud bang exploded.

      “Surprise, mothafucka!” A voice said from the projection area. The screen began to recover…a glimpse at the night sky…Justin was lying on the ground. Something green and glowing was radiating off screen, and they heard the sound of metal being melted and pierced, followed by flesh burning.

      “What the fuck?” said Kasidey. “I’m losing the feed. Justin is dying.”

      Someone killed Justin, someone who wasn’t Tetsuya. Ken raced toward Kasidey as she moved her arms; however, Justin’s arms didn’t move. “Identify them! Identify them!” Ken cried out. “Do it, before we lose the feed!” Kasidey jerked her head to the side, causing the view from the holo window to move as well. The image of a bald black man wearing an armored trench coat stood above. His hand was placed on a plasma-powered blade that was thrust into Justin’s chest. “That’s it; get a nice look at ’em.”

      “Contact Dollon. Tell him we got an emergency.” Destiny’s voice was heard offscreen, and then the holo window vanished.

      “Justin is dead,” Kasidey said while her eyes examined the data displayed on a small holo window next to her. Her hands typed in a command with a holo keyboard. Seconds later the last recorded image of Justin’s sights replayed, showing the mysterious black man. “Who the hell is he?”

      “He must have been one of the cloaked targets,” Ken said and sat back in his chair, loaded up a holo keyboard of his own, and began a furious information search. “Run a facial recognition scan. I want to know everything about him. Hack into Radiance databanks if you have to.”

      “I’m sure the Radiance Union shared all their intel with the EISS.”

      “Not everything.”

      “Oh?”

      “Ever heard of the Whisper? They put us and the Hashmedai Assassins’ Guild to shame when it comes to knowing everything.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 14

        

      

    

    
      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      Captain Martin Xavier stood with his arms behind his back in the infirmary of the Winston Churchill. Dr. Derek Sutherland stood examining the resting bodies of Chloe and Ella, completely dumbfounded by the data his holo medical scanner was displaying to him: their status, alive and recovering, fast. Their bodies were brought back to the Winston Churchill dead via close-range gunshot wounds to the head. And if it wasn’t for one spooked-out petty officer who saw Chloe’s arm move, they would have been dumped into cryo chambers in the morgue.

      Their gunshot wounds had all but completely healed by themselves. Xavier looked at them both as they talked with the doctor. Chloe sat up; her head was free of any wounds. It’s like the whole ordeal never occurred, and he was totally fine with that. The mystery of them recovering like this needed to be solved—oh, and that psionic energy spike returned as they were brought back. There was some kind of connection; that much he suspected. Just what was it exactly? Too many goddamn mysteries, he thought.

      Xavier’s holo communicator chimed, his fingers hit a small button on his wristband, triggering a holographic window to appear with Commander Cassandra Benally’s face. “Captain, I hope I’m not disturbing you,” she said.

      “Not at all, Benally. What’s up?”

      “There’s an incoming transmission for you coming from the Sun Tzu.”

      His eyes shut and he pounded his fist at this news. The ESV Sun Tzu was the flagship of the UNE and commanded by Adm. Linda Stone. If they were contacting him personally, something was up, and that something would be probably be discussed in great length. “I’ll take it in my office,” he said and proceeded to exit the habitat ring.

      Xavier’s office was a small, enclosed room with a sliding door connecting it to the main bridge. A desk with a computer was located at the far end of the room, and a bookshelf held dusty and partially burned old-world novels and textbooks. Adjacent to that was a glass display cabinet with model ships. The lower-tier shelves held model ships from the early exploitation days. The middle shelf featured British World War II ships, and the shelf above that held model ships of the new UNE fleet, with the Winston Churchill prominently displayed front and center.

      Xavier’s magnetic boots carried him toward a seat next to his desk, and he activated his waiting communication. A holographic projection of Adm. Linda Stone materialized. She was a tall black woman; her dark hair was showing the signs of aging along with the new reading glasses she wore. “Ah, Admiral,” Xavier said.

      “Good afternoon, Captain,” she said after a five second communication delay. “There’s been a slight change in plans with our scheduled training voyage.”

      Damn it, forgot about that because of the recent problems. “What sort of changes?” he asked and waited another five seconds for the reply.

      “The Winston Churchill is to remain here in Earth’s orbit along with the Enterprise,” Stone said. “I’ve read your reports in regard to your current situation, and I believe it’s best you remain here until your crew has fully investigated the matter.”

      “Understood,” he replied, though he did not like the idea. Part of him felt as if he and his crew were being singled out for the past few days. Besides what else could they investigate? They were no closer to finding the exact source of the psionic energy, and Chloe’s and Ella’s miraculous recoveries were nothing short of an act of god.

      Or perhaps gods? Maybe Radiance religion isn’t as farfetched as it seemed to be.

      “Part of the training was to involve EDF anyway.” Stone added and then paused with a puzzled look on her face. “Does your psionic not provide gravity?”

      How did she know? Everything is bolted down here. “He’s on strike.”

      “Seriously, Martin?”

      Xavier sighed and then said, “Radiance is going to replace his arse soon. Until then, mag boots are commonplace on the bridge. Is there anything else, Admiral?”

      “Nothing, just remain vigilant; we’re entering some strange times now, quite possibly stranger than we encountered during the invasion.”

      He nodded, and her hologram disintegrated into nothing. Turning in his chair, he saw the source of the admiral’s puzzled look. His coffee container was floating behind him, the one thing that wasn’t securely placed away.
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* * *

      Chloe wiped the sweat pouring off her forehead as she cleared all targets within the Winston Churchill practice range, two days after returning from the surface. It was a small obstacle course located within the habitat ring, filled with ramps, random geometric shapes and walls. She wore her protect suit that she and her team brought back from Alpha Centauri and was armed with her EDF modified magnetic rifle, set to training mode of course. No need to fire live rounds at holographic targets.

      The doctors were still on the fence about having her return to active duty despite the fact that she was now in perfect health with no injuries to her body whatsoever. Adding to the mystery, the medical scanners that were used on her malfunctioned at random times. All that combined with the fact that she was taken out to start with, and now her sister and Chris were missing, created a frustrating stressful position for her to be in. Stress that was now being taken out on holographic Hashmedai.

      “EVE, level two and increase difficulty one notch, please,” Chloe demanded as she returned to the start of the practice range. Twelve 3-D holographic Hashmedai appeared in random locations throughout the white-and-gray obstacle course. She aimed her rifle forward, took aim, and yelled, “Begin!”

      The Hashmedai slithered away, using the shapes and walls as cover while Chloe stormed in. Every successful shot from her rifle triggered the hologram to vanish as she swiftly engaged and eliminated her targets from cover, one by one. Only two of them managed to get a shot off, none of those shots connected. Still too easy.

      “Level three, increase difficulty again!” she ordered and began another run.

      Same results, though she had to change things up. She had to command her suit to allow her body increased movement speed to dodge massive sword cleaves from the warrior holograms toward the end. Level eight forced her to leap off the walls to get an edge, and level ten saw her being defeated by the same target over and over. Instead of relieving stress, she was now creating more. The increased stress resulted in rookie mistakes being made. Not staying in cover and forgetting to use grenades or any type of tactical thinking. Every action she performed was straight aggression, guns blazing in the open. Then there was that assassin—she could never predict when he was going to strike. Fuck this!

      “’Em hollies giving you a rough time, eh?” said a voice from behind Chloe.

      She turned around to see where the source of the voice came from. A large man stood at the entrance. He had brown hair and thick beard and wore an exosuit while his eRifle pointed down. Great, now there’s a witness to my recent performance, Chloe thought as she walked over to him. “I’m done here if you need the range,” she said.

      “Was hopin’ we could use it together,” he said with a Newfoundland accent. “I’ve wanted to see how you EDF folks stack up compared to our gear, eh.”

      “It’s better than your stuff…Mister?”

      “Ah name’s Miles, Staff Sergeant Jacob Miles, UNE Marines, ma’am,” he said. “If you don’t min’ me askin’, what makes your stuff better?”

      “Various factors,” Chloe said. “For example, the magnetic rifles we use are the same ones Radiance uses, just reprogrammed and modified for human use.”

      He commanded EVE to load the obstacle course with Hashmedai holograms and signaled with his head for Chloe to join him. “Ain’t ours basically the same?” he asked and then ran in with his rifle erupting in training mode.

      “No, eWeapons are just Earth-built magnetic rifles using Earth-based materials. The power source in Radiance weapons uses Xenethereal crystals; which mainly exist on the Vorcambreum home world.” Two of the twelve targets vanished via Chloe’s rifle shots. “Needless to say, every Xenethereal crystal humanity receives from the Union goes right into ship production. The supply just isn’t big enough right now to use them in weapons.”

      “Eh.” he said as their backs rested behind a solid cube shaped object, knowing full well ten more targets were still at large and hunting for them.

      The two of them saw green light coming from behind them; a warrior creeping up. They leaped out of cover in unison and fired. Chloe’s sights found the target faster than Jacob’s despite their reaction time being on par. “So…the batteries for your weapons are human-made and add a lot of extra weight to the gun,” she said and ran toward a long wall. “Not to mention they don’t last as long.”

      “I see.”

      “Which brings me to the next point—power,” Chloe said as the two once again took cover. “Despite the fact that UNE basically uses technology that was given to them by Radiance, reverse engineered from downed Hashmedai forces, just straight-up a brilliant human invention, or a combination of all three. We have yet to master the ability to wirelessly transfer large amounts of power from a power source to a device or weapon. UNE combat armor and weapons have separate battery packs.”

      The wall they were using for cover unexpectedly started to fall over. Chloe looked at Jacob; he was pushing it over as if it weighed nothing, aided by the superhuman strength his exosuit gave him. “Adding to the problem of weight,” he said, as the wall fell to the ground, crushing the five Hashmedai that were behind it.

      All right that was impressive, she thought. “With our setup, not only is my protect suit powered by a Xenethereal crystal battery pack, it also shares energy with my rifle. The end result is I have two sources of lightweight power that work together as one,” she explained.

      They ran farther in the course, each of them taking down a Hashmedai target in the process. “I dunno; my setup here seems on par with your performance,” Jacob said. “The eWeapons are just as deadly as mag weapons.” He dropped his weapon upon seeing a guardian. The mechanical joints of his exosuit caused his legs to move faster than normal, and aided by the jump jets, he leaped right into the shield of the guardian. Using the strength of his suit, he pulled the guardian’s shield to the side and then tore off its arm, which held its shield generator. Suddenly the armored guardian was raised high in the air by his arms. After a few seconds of bending, the guardian’s body snapped in half like a tree branch. “I like being able to lift heavy-as-fuck objects.”

      “That exosuit may give you superhuman strength, but its mobility is going to fuck you up if you ever see action on a high-gravity world. Hell, even on Earth, a suit like yours will never be able to keep up with mine.”

      “How so?”

      “Mass reduction, that’s how.”

      “That sounds, crazy. I think you’re makin’ that up. Radiance doesn’t have tech like that.” He stood up straight and added, “Ma’am.”

      “No, Radiance doesn’t, but the Linl, on the other hand.” she said as they approached their final target, a psionic floating in the bottom of a bowl-shaped pit. “The Linl had some advanced shit being worked on in their labs before Radiance acquired them. Not a lot of that tech got integrated with Radiance.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Radiance believes their tech was either given to them by their gods, or their gods directly influenced the inventors who made it. Any technology made outside of that has to be evaluated by their churches and voted on if it is something their gods would approve off. This is why you don’t see stuff like stealth tech in the Union that was invented by the Hashmedai. Everything the Hashmedai created is considered to be demonic.”

      They arrived. Chloe waved Jacob back while she stepped up to the challenge. She began to run; her steps becoming lighter and lighter. She felt like she could fly with how massless the protect suit forced her body to become. As she got closer to the mouth of the bowl-shaped pit, she leaped and glided through the air as if she were on the moon.

      Her rifle unloaded its gift toward the top, and then later the back of the psionic’s head as she glided over it. Its shields ripped as every virtual shot hit it. Chloe’s body landed on the sides of the bowl-shaped pit. She ran along the sides of it, shooting the psionic in the process. The psionic could only hiss in anger, as none of its virtual psionic abilities could lock on Chloe’s never-ending wall run and weapons’ fire. After two laps, the psionic’s shields shattered, and then its form vanished altogether as a single bullet landed between its eyes. Jets on her suit launched her body off the walls to land perfectly on her two feet within the center of the pit.

      Jacob gazed down at her the whole time; his hands had risen to applaud her performance. “So your suit is more of a Linl design than Radiance?” he asked.

      “Pretty much,” Chloe said, looking back up at him. “Lejorania Sanctum was a Linl colony before Radiance took control of it. There was a stockpile of high-tech stuff gathering dust in old labs. It was deemed forbidden for Radiance members to use…humans, on the other hand.”
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* * *

      HLF Headquarters, Northern Canada, Sol System

      Eupiar’s finger tapped a command that brought up a small holo window in front of her. There was a new encrypted text message waiting for her…and only her. She spun her chair around, examining the situation in the CIC. Two people were there, and they were both at the far end with their faces glued to their displays—good. She interacted with her computer terminal, decrypting the message, revealing its contents.

      
        
        
        User19130817, 9:45pm: We need to talk, face-to-face. It is very important.

      

        

      

      Eupiar produced her holo phone and pushed a button on the side of the pink rectangular device. A holo window displaying the contents of her phone’s screen displayed next to her and the window that held the message she just received. Her right hand raised and swiped across the message, causing it to drag and drop into her phone’s window. Her Hashmedai-human hybrid thumbs started typing a reply message with her texting app.

      
        
        
        Me, 9:46pm: Why?

        User19130817, 9:46pm: The survival of your organization will depend on it. Trust me.

        Me, 9:46pm: What do I have to do?

        User19130817, 9:47pm: Stanly Park, Vancouver. Meet me there. Come alone.

      

        

      

      A seventeen-year-old girl alone in a park with a strange person. Every bit of her upbringing told her not to go. Then again, every bit of her upbringing also told her to stay in school and not join the HLF, which the media now called a terrorist group. This person, this User19130817 was the sole reason the HLF called on Eupiar to handle its delicate hacking jobs. He or she always knew of the exact location of vulnerable UNE or Radiance servers or which ones had intel that would be useful to the HLF. Upsetting him may just put her “job” on the chopping block. She stared at the text messaging holo window once more. Her thumbs hesitated before typing her reply.

      
        
        
        Me, 9:49 p.m.: K
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* * *

      Vancouver, Earth, Sol System

      Eupiar’s boots splashed through the wet and puddle-filled path leading into Stanly Park. Her umbrella was held high above her, deflecting the downpour of rain coming from the blackened skies, while the interior of the umbrella shined bright light that resembled sun shine, along with small holographic pictures of blue, sunny skies, giving the user the false sense that it’s a sunny day. Her hand slowly inputted a new message to be sent with her holo phone, while her other held the umbrella steady. She still felt nervous about what she was getting into.

      
        
        
        Me, 10:24pm: I’m here, where are you?

        User19130817, 10:24pm: Robert Burns statue. There’s a park bench nearby.

        User19130817, 10:24pm: Come sit with me.

      

        

      

      The last message caused her feet to stop moving, and for a brief second, she seriously considered saying fuck it and leaving. Come on, Eupiar, you can do this and survive. Destiny has done worse. She continued forth, and looked down at her handbag, which held her ePistol, just in case.

      Off to her left, she saw the statue of Robert Burns standing atop a white pillar. Soaking green grass and autumn-touched trees accompanied it, while a figure sat on the park bench closest to it. He wore a black business suit, small reading glasses, and a black fedora hat on top of his head. Above that was his umbrella drone, which hovered and blocked out all rain with a thin kinetic shield. His thin hand rose to wave hello at Eupiar as their eyes met.

      Eupiar walked toward him while putting her phone away. The holo window for it vanished as the device entered her pocket. She stood next to him, but refused to sit. He, however, insisted she sit.

      “That ePistol of yours is now useless,” he said to her. “Next time bring a weapon that can’t be hacked like an old-world one.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” she said.

      “Sit, seriously, people will suspect us less if you did.” She sat, though she questioned why. After all, there were few people in sight, what with the rain, night skies, and all. “I’m impressed you got her so quickly,” he said.

      “Norvot may be too old for combat duty, but he can still provide a teleport when needed,” she explained. “Now what do you want?”

      “Payment, I’ve fed you a lot of information and asked nothing in return,” he said, “until now.”

      “I don’t have much money, as you can see,” she said pointing at his expensive drone umbrella.

      “I got enough credits. What I want is information and two of your prisoners.”

      Info and releasing Sarah and Chris? There’s no way in hell that can end well. “I can’t do that. I can’t put my friends at risk.”

      “They won’t be at risk, and no one will know you had anything to do with it. Hell, I’ll make you look like a hero in the aftermath.”

      She shook her head. “I can’t. I’m sorry.”

      “You can and you will if you want your friends to think you’re the elite hacker they think you are.” She bit her lip. She couldn’t have that secret released if she was going to continue in the HLF. Knowing how to hack was one thing, finding targets to hack was another. “I can always just stop feeding you information. Let’s see how long you last having to find networks to hack on your own, only to find that there’s no valuable data inside.” He then conjured a small holo window between the two. Within it, there was a single file, an executable one written in the Hashmedaian language. “This is a virus; put it into your systems. Once I give you the OK, you can delete it and claim that you stopped a virus attack. The two EDF soldiers from Alpha Centauri will be set free, however, so I recommend you and your friends keep your heads down until you are cleared. Sarah has a bit of a trigger finger.”

      Eupiar’s red nonglowing eyes looked intently at the file for several seconds. “That’s it?” she asked.

      “That’s it. Nobody gets hurt, provided they stay away. Your group will be free to continue, and I’ll keep whispering to you new targets to hit when Hannah fails to have correct visions.”

      Eupiar paused for a moment, and then reached for her phone. The desktop of her phone loaded in a holo window as she swiped a file from the man into her phone’s holo window. “Good girl,” he said with a patronizing pat across her shoulder.

      “You live up to your name, User,” Eupiar said.

      “Just call me Deep Throat.”
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* * *

      HLF Headquarters, Northern Canada, Sol System

      “OK I take everything back,” Sarah said to Chris. “I think they are going to kill us.”

      Sarah looked for something that could be used as a weapon inside the small holding cell the two of them were placed in—well, makeshift holding cell, to be exact. It was clearly at one point sleeping quarters, before being cleared out and having a force field installed next to its exit. Makes sense, Sarah figured. Whatever this place was, it was Hashmedai-built. The bulkheads and corridors all brought back memories of the time they hijacked a Hashmedai ship to board the command ship. Furthermore, Hashmedai never held captives long, and therefore never built holding cells. She saw nothing but meal trays and water cups along the unclean rusty floors.

      “What makes you say that?” asked Chris. “They’ve been feeding us and kept us alive this long.”

      “And haven’t bothered to check in or give us any food for the day,” Sarah said. “If you were planning to off your prisoners, would you waste food on them after the decision was made?”

      “Probably not.”

      Sarah made another pass across the room, her head bobbing all about, looking for something that could kill. “There’s got to be something we can use to—” Suddenly all power throughout the facility was shut down. The force field dropped as the doors leading to the main corridors slid up. “Get outta here,” she finished.

      Chris moved toward the door. His eyes were lit right up. “There’s no way this is legit.”

      The two peeked out into the corridor. Darkness was all they saw, and Sarah could barely see her hand in front of her face. Well this is creepy as fuck.

      “Clear,” Chris reported from his observation of the corridor. “I guess we walk in a random direction until we hit a wall.”

      “Or lost guards.”

      For thirty-five minutes, Sarah and Chris aimlessly moved throughout the structure, with no light to aid them. They passed a few locked doors, and Sarah heard people on the other side of them. Some were banging on the doors, asking for help, while others rambled on about their frustration.

      Two stray patrols provided the duo with weapons—after Sarah and Chris jumped and choked them out, of course. So these are the eRifles everyone’s been talking about, Sarah thought as she held one up. The light from its display and built-in flashlight became the only source of light in the dark corridor. And most importantly, a means for the two to defend themselves, now that it was clear not everyone was trapped behind doors.

      The maze of darkened bulkheads led them to a large sliding door, which, unlike the rest, still had power. It slowly slid open as they stepped closer to it; a cold breeze of air hit their faces. It was natural cold air…from the outside. They entered the room before them. It wasn’t actually a room—it was a massive hangar bay. Knocked over Hashmedai interceptors littered the hangar bay. The fighters all bore the scars of battle and rust was starting to form all across them as well. The main entrance to the hangar was wide open. By the looks, it had been for some time. Snow and ice spilled in from the outside, and as they got closer to it, some of the overturned fighters were straight up, buried under the snow.

      Both Sarah and Chris looked out the hangar doors. The night sky was present, along with a whole lot of snow and ice for miles. As they stepped outside into their newfound freedom, Sarah looked back at the structure that was once their prison for a good while; she paused and became temporarily oblivious to the freezing cold winds blowing against her black hair.

      Chris stopped to look back at her after realizing she wasn’t keeping up with him. “What’s wrong?” he shouted to her.

      “It was a ship,” she replied, and then she tilted her head back toward him. “We were on a fucking Hashmedai Stratosphere frigate.”

      Chris too looked at what she was seeing. A crash-landed ship, partially buried underneath god knows how much snow and ice.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      “Captain, we are receiving a transmission from Earth,” said the Winston Churchill’s communication operator, Lieutenant Yates.

      Xavier grimaced at hearing that. “From whom?” he asked.

      “Unknown source, sir,” Yates reported as she reexamined her holographic window.

      “Put it through,” Xavier ordered. The central hologram on the bridge transformed into an image of a man in a dark room wearing a fedora. There was too much darkness in the room, making it hard to see his face. “This is Captain Martin Xavier of the ESV Winston Churchill. To whom am I speaking?”

      The man spoke. “Captain Xavier, I have some very important information for you.” Two pictures loaded in front of him, one of Sarah and one of Chris. “These personnel, they are important to you, yes?”

      “You have information on their location?” Xavier asked.

      “That and more, but you need to act quickly,” the mysterious man said. “Or they’ll be suffering from the effects of hypothermia very soon.” He was relieved to hear that they were indeed alive, even if it was a strange and shady source. “I will be transmitting their location to you now, but as I said, you need to move now before it is too late.”

      “You still haven’t answered my first question.” Xavier stepped closer to the hologram, staring at the figure directly in the eyes. “Who are you?” he demanded.

      “Deep Throat,” he said. “That’s all you need to know for now.” His hologram vanished, and the previous 3-D projection of Earth appeared.

      The bridge crew all stood at their stations, unmoving, paralyzed with shock, while younger ones like Ensign Chavez laughed after hearing the person call himself Deep Throat. EVE, on the other hand, continued her duties with no emotion on her artificial face—typical machine.

      Xavier got the bridge crew to snap back into focus by shouting, “Well, you heard the gentleman! Get a transport fired up with a search and rescue team on the double to those coordinates!”

      “I’m on it, sir,” Lieutenant Commander Benson said as he turned to his terminal.

      Ensign Chavez was still laughing while his weightless body sat in his seat. “Ensign,” Xavier called out to him in a stern tone of voice. “Is there any clown makeup on yer face?”

      His laughter stopped immediately. “No sir!”

      “So you’re not the fucking joker, then?” asked Xavier.

      “No, sir, not at all,” Chavez said, now with a serious tone.

      “Then what’s so funny?” Xavier pressed on.

      “Nothing, sir, it won’t happen again.” The young ensign returned to his duties of maintaining the Winston Churchill’s orbit around Earth.

      “See to it that it doesn’t,” said Xavier. “Deep Throat was no joke to the Whitehouse back in the old world.”

      Deep down inside, however, Xavier couldn’t blame the ensign for laughing. He too was once a young lad who giggled when the story of the Watergate was explained to him. Hell, Xavier’s younger self would have laughed just as hard as Chavez did, knowing that someone called himself that name.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 15

        

      

    

    
      HLF Headquarters, Northern Canada, Sol System

      Jazz’s vision slowly began to refocus after looking directly into the brilliant flash of light from a psionic teleport. After all the teleporting around he did when he first encountered the Hashmedai, he figured he’d be used to it by now. Then again, it had been almost a solid year since he’d worked with psionics; every mission he and Veloshira undertook resulted in them being on foot or relaying on a ship to get them to where they need to be.

      Dollon, the Hashmedai psionic Destiny called for, carried Whigli’s blood-soaked body toward the back entrance wherever the hell they got teleported to. Jazz saw computers, holographic windows, and command chairs, all looking like they were Hashmedai built. If he didn’t know any better, he’d say this was the bridge of a Hashmedai warship, a badly damaged one. An alarm bellowed as a team of humans and Hashmedai frantically worked to contain whatever situation they encountered. He heard a few of them mention something about power being taken off-line and another talk about prisoners escaping.

      Veloshira stood next to Jazz. She carried the same perplexed look on her face that Jazz had, while her head moved, analyzing the area where they were. “This is a stratosphere frigate,” Veloshira said to Jazz. “Shade class, judging by the layout of this bridge.”

      “I didn’t recall seeing any Hashmedai ships in orbit or in the skies when we arrived,” Jazz said.

      “There weren’t any. This must have crash-landed during the war,” Veloshira concluded.

      “Report!” Destiny demanded.

      A teenage-looking girl with a human-and-Hashmedai complexion hysterically interacted with four of five holo screens. “It’s a virus! I’m flushing it out of the systems now.”

      Destiny stood behind the girl and asked. “What did it do, Eupiar?”

      “Knocked out all power,” Eupiar said, reading a report holo screen. “Copied and transmitted some of our databanks and was about to enable self-destruct.”

      “Fuck!” Destiny yelled as her fist slammed into the wall.

      “It’s gone now, and power is coming back online,” Eupiar added.

      “Good job, Eupiar,” Destiny said to her. “Find out who did this so I know whose throat I need to slit next.” Eupiar’s face flushed while processing Destiny’s last statement. Destiny then backed away from her, and approached Jazz. “I leave for a few hours, and look what happens.”

      “Destiny, Hannah is requesting an update in regard to your mission,” Eupiar reported.

      Destiny’s eyes rolled as she said, “So what you’re saying is she didn’t fully predict the outcome. Come with me, Jazz; we need to bring you up to speed. That and I’m sure you and your friend here have a shitload of questions.”

      “Veloshira,” Jazz said. “And she don’t speak a lick of English, either.”

      Jazz and Veloshira followed Destiny as she led them toward the exit to the bridge. The alarm was still echoing. “Shut off that fucking noise,” Destiny requested. “I got a big enough headache as is.”
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* * *

      A brief elevator ride and a trek across three connecting dark corridors led Jazz, Veloshira, and Destiny to a room guarded by two armed personnel, one Hashmedai, the other human. Inside was a bed, in which a woman wearing a sleeveless black Victorian-era dress rested. As the sliding doors to the room shut, the woman arose. As Jazz recalled, Eupiar back up on the bridge mentioned the name Hannah. He thought nothing of it—just a coincidence that someone had the same name as Alisha’s daughter. After all, Alisha and Hannah left Earth with Radiance to escape the Hashmedai invasion, a move he strongly opposed.

      The figure that rose from her slumber to great them, however, said otherwise. The long black hair, soft porcelain skin, the face of a woman who was clearly one-quarter Japanese and one-quarter French Canadian—and in some way, she looked almost exactly like Alisha when she and Jazz were married. Holy hell, how did she get here? he wondered. First Destiny, now Hannah. Everyone had aged so much from the last time he saw them.

      “Jake,” Hannah softly said to him. “Or do you still prefer Jazz? Your motives are hard to predict these days.”

      Predict? Hannah had suffered from some kind of strange mental disorder as a child. Doctors couldn’t quite figure out what was going on. Then there was that Linl that kidnapped her during the invasion. Did he do something to her in that lab? She rolled out of her bed and stepped toward Jazz, as his mind was still struggling to process the fact that she went from a twelve-year-old girl to…she’d be thirty-four now, damn near his age.

      Her hand rose toward Jazz’s tall body and gently stroked the right side of his face. It was a blissful feeling, as if Alisha had come back and wanted Jazz back. Her hands came down toward his neck. She had no plans to let him go just yet, and part of him didn’t want her too. Get a grip on yourself, soldier boy! She’s was your fucking stepdaughter! She finally let go of him, and thank god for that.

      “We have been waiting a long time for your return, Jazz,” Hannah said. “Chloe is back as well, and we now await our final invited guest to Earth.” Jazz saw Destiny grimace. The tone of Hannah’s voice was…creepy. Like her sanity had been stripped away all these years. “Leave us,” Hannah said to Destiny and Veloshira.

      “As you wish,” Destiny said.

      “Go with Destiny,” Jazz explained to Veloshira in the Hashmedai language.

      “What is going on? When will we be pushing forth with our mission?” Veloshira asked.

      “I don’t know,” was all Jazz could say.

      The two exited via the sliding doors, leaving Jazz and Hannah the sole people standing in her room. “All right, what’s goin’ on?” Jazz asked.

      “Sit with me. We have to catch up,” Hannah said.

      “I’ll stand,” Jazz said. After all, the only place to sit was the bed.

      “You should sit with her,” said a voice. Jazz looked around, but saw no one else. It definitely wasn’t Hannah who said that.

      No, it can’t be!

      “Why not?” said the mysterious voice in Jazz’s head. “I said I’d be in touch.”

      Memories of the past came into Jazz’s head. He “died” during the invasion of Earth, only to be fully healed by Kroshka, and the strange red gem pendant she wore. Shortly after his revival and discovery of Hannah being held captive by the Celestial Order, there was a brief period where a voice, a female voice, called out to him. Well, isn’t this just one big convenient reunion.

      “But a necessary reunion,” Hannah said. Jazz’s attention snapped back to her.

      Hannah held something behind her back, removed from the nightstand next to her bed. His thoughts into the past distracted him from noticing Hannah walk off…and distracted him from taking notice of a third person behind him, who rested his or her head along the sides of his muscular arms.

      The sudden and unexpected shock of another person in the room triggered Jazz’s body to leap to the side. There were now two critical questions on his mind on top of the dozens of unanswered ones. How did Hannah know what Jazz was thinking? And who the hell is this person who seemingly appeared out of nowhere? He started at the person; she was a woman who bore a strikingly similar appearance to Kroshka…only she had long black hair and looked human. The outfit she wore was a two-piece snow-white mesh dress that gave off bright light. Enough to illuminate the side of the already dark room she was in.

      “Who the fuck are you?” Jazz asked.

      “Emelia, this is Emelia, Jazz,” Hannah said, still holding and hiding an object behind her dress. “The voice that called out to you, the voice that told me what was on your mind just now, is the noncorporeal keeper of the orb that rests within Kroshka’s gem.”

      “Right,” Jazz said.

      “She’s also the reason you are alive today.”

      Jazz cut in, the volume of his voice raised. “I need some legit answers,” he said to Hannah. “Now!”

      “Had you sat down like I demanded, you could have gotten them,” Hannah calmly replied.

      “You should have listened to her,” Emelia chimed in.

      Jazz ignored the strange figure and continued to press on toward Hannah. “The fuck does it matter if I sit or stand?”

      “Watch your tone with her,” Emelia said.

      Jazz’s head tilted toward Emelia, and he asked. “Or else what?”

      Had he not taken his eyes off Hannah, he would have seen her reveal what she held behind her back. An ePistol. A single bullet left the chamber of the weapon and ripped through the side of Jazz’s head, as Hannah’s index finger that pulled the trigger cocked back.
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* * *

      Jazz awoke, staring at the ceiling of Hannah’s room with a massive migraine. Looking gently from side to side was all he was able to do; there was very little energy in his body. He felt his body resting on the soft smooth blankets of Hannah’s bed. Hannah sat next to him with the grin of a lunatic stretched out across her face, still firmly holding the pistol in her slender hands.

      “Much better,” Hannah said. “We are now sitting together.”

      Jazz’s hand slowly rose, and he felt the sides of his head. He thought for sure he had been shot in the head. There was dried blood on both sides of head, but no exit wound, or entrance for that matter. “The fuck?” he said.

      “Hmm, your tone is still on the negative side,” Hannah said as she placed the ePistol between his eyes. “This won’t do at all!”

      The trigger was pulled once again.
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* * *

      Jazz woke up for a second time, with a much larger migraine. Emelia stood next to the entrance with her arms folded, while Hannah remained sitting at the side of the bed like before. His hands performed another examination of his head—dried blood no wounds. He felt a hole in the pillow his head rested on, however, as well as the presence of dried blood on that.

      “Can you please stop doing that?” he pleaded.

      “Oh, he said ‘please,’” Hannah said, then looked toward Emelia with a smile. “His tone is much better!” Hannah patted Jazz on the head and continued. “We can now continue in the way I wanted, you and me, resting here, nothing more, nothing less.”

      “Why?” Jazz asked.

      Hannah replied by waving the pistol in front of his face. “I have the power here, Jazzy! What I say goes, OK?”

      “You shot me in the head twice, didn’t you?”

      “I sure did! Emelia deserves all your thanks. She healed you. Just like how she healed you when Chloe stabbed you, and when Xyniea shot you.”

      “So you’re saying I can’t die?”

      “Oh, you can very much die, if I cut your head off.” Hannah’s finger zipped across Jazz’s neck. “You’re dead! Missile to the face? Dead! Nuclear bomb…well, you get the picture.”

      Almost instantly, Jazz’s headache became less severe. It’s not every day you get news like this. Between this, his armor, and the medical systems built within, it will open up new ways for him to conduct missions. “So overkill can take me out, but not getting shot or stabbed.”

      “Poisoned, falling from great heights, virus,” Hannah continued. “You will be incapacitated, but you will always make a full recovery, Emelia will take care of you until she returns to her orb, or is convinced to change her mind. These gifts are after all, a taste of what is to come.”

      This would have been nice to know during the attack on the imperial palace, he thought and then was reminded of the one bullet that pierced him during that attack. He completely forgot that the wound even existed; it was fully healed by the time the ordeal was over.

      Destiny came bursting in via the sliding doors and ran right through Emelia, literally. Destiny was clearly oblivious to Emelia’s presence, both mentally and physically. Of course she was, Emelia was nothing more than a voice in Jazz’s head until now. Now she’s evolved into a figment of his imagination…one that Hannah could see and talk to as well.

      “I heard a gunshot. Everything OK?” Destiny asked.

      “Everything is wonderful now, Destiny!” Hannah said as she waved her arms about, with the pistol still in it. Jazz could see the safety was still off. “Now leave us! We are not finished with our information exchange.”

      As Destiny left, Jazz continued to rest in the bed and pondered how he would explain to Alisha that her daughter had become a psychopath and shot him in the head twice.
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* * *

      Jazz entered the galley where Destiny and Veloshira sat, indulging in a meal. Something Jazz hadn’t had in a while. An hour had passed since Jazz listened to Hannah ramble on about metaphysical stuff. He could only reply by smiling and nodding his head toward her. From the gist of it, he gathered that she was responsible for all those dreams he’d had long ago, though he figured that part out for himself as time went on.

      Jazz took a seat and joined the two; Destiny smiled at him. “She finally let you go?”

      “There are two women I fear: my mother when she’s pissed and now Hannah,” Jazz said. “And I’m pretty damn sure Mom didn’t survive the invasion.”

      “That’s why she’s our leader. Nobody wants to fuck with her,” said Destiny.

      “How did this happen? And what is this organization?” Jazz asked.

      “Can’t really talk about it here,” Destiny said as she looked around at the other people in the galley. She then raised her hand toward her ear, activating her comm device. “Dollon hun, wanna meet us down in the galley for a bit? OK great.” Turning back to Jazz, she said, “I know a place where we could talk.”
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* * *

      Vancouver, Earth, Sol System

      Teleportation light faded, resulting in Jazz, Destiny, Veloshira, and Dollon appearing inside a posh living room apartment. Jazz could see the nighttime rain fall from the living room’s large window onto smaller buildings on the outside.

      “Your place, I take it?” Jazz asked.

      “Ours,” Destiny said, smiling at Dollon. “Dollon is my husband.” Another reminder of how many years went by while Jazz was in cryostasis. “Make yourself at home for now. I don’t plan to head back to base tonight, not after what has happened.”

      “The one question ain’t nobody answered for me yet,” Jazz said. “What happened since I was gone?”

      Veloshira laid herself out on the couch. Smart move. Before he learned how to speak her language, he found himself doing similar things when his Hashmedai friends engaged in long-winded conversations in a language he didn’t understand. Jazz sat down as well along with Destiny and Dollon.

      “During the invasion, I narrowly escaped from Vegas, found myself in LA where an Aryile girl handed me Hannah,” Destiny said.

      Jazz’s mouth formed into a frown as he remembered the Aryile in question. “Odelea,” he mumbled. That bitch tried to shoot me.

      “Yeah that was her name,” Destiny said. “The one who was on all the news when Radiance arrived.”

      So Odelea lied about handing Hannah off to Alisha, Jazz thought.

      “After Hannah came to, she insisted I take her to an alley, stating that Whigli was going to teleport there. And sure enough, he did. She started making all sorts of predictions, all of which came true. One by one, members of our cause came together, following the word of Hannah,” Destiny explained.

      “And what cause is that?” Jazz asked.

      “The HLF, Hashmedai Liberation Front,” Destiny said. “After the command ship was destroyed and the Radiance fleet showed up eight years later to mop up the last of the Hashmedai invaders, the surviving Hashmedai who didn’t flee back to the empire settled here on Earth. The Hashmedai offered themselves to the communities they ruined as slave labor, in exchange for food, shelter, and protection from Radiance who hunted them down.”

      Dollon added. “As time went on, those Hashmedai started to follow in the footsteps of those who surrendered before Radiance arrived and raise children; we just wanted to be left alone at that point.”

      “But you know humanity, always gotta hold a grudge,” said Destiny.

      “Well they did glass almost a quarter of the planet,” Jazz said.

      “We didn’t attack on purpose,” said Dollon. “People in the empire are told what lives they live from the day they are born. And if you’re a psionic like myself, then you’re sent away to brutal psionic boarding schools where the teachers make playthings of you.”

      “Yeah, my friends back in the empire mentioned something about that,” Jazz said.

      “So as you could imagine, nobody aboard those ships came here because they wanted to. They were in the military because the empire forced them to join, and they attacked Earth because they were ordered to.” Destiny sympathized. “The UNE is now the single governing power of the human race, but they refuse to provide any aid or rights to the Hashmedai living here, even the Hashmedai born here who did not participate in the war. Yet the Radiance races who work here and brought their families here get the same rights and freedoms as everyone else.”

      Jazz crossed his arms and said, “I don’t side with Radiance, but they aided in the recovery of Earth, from what I see.”

      “And advanced us,” Destiny added. “We’re grateful for that but…they’ve overstayed their welcome. They now control the UNE.”

      “Seriously?”

      “A lot of the new laws that get passed are eerily similar to those in Radiance. In addition, the number of Radiance missionaries seems to be going up every year. They relentlessly try to convert people to the Radiance religion. Meanwhile, Radiance races are offended at the sight of a bible or the Koran or any other Earth-based religious text. And now they want humanity to become the sixth member of the union,” Destiny said.

      “Membership in the union will require everyone to be sterilized and born in a lab,” Jazz said.

      “As well as everyone using Aryile names and worshipping their gods,” added Destiny.

      “That won’t fly with people,” Jazz concluded.

      “And it didn’t with our people when Radiance tried to force us to join thousands of years ago,” Dollon said.

      “The UNE will never join the Radiance Union, if Radiance will always be pulling its strings,” Destiny said.

      “And that’s why you fight them?” Jazz asked.

      “We fight for the Hashmedai to be free, for the UNE to be free of Radiance influence and for people to wake up and stop treating Radiance like their friends. All we did was exchange one alien invader for another,” Destiny said and then proceeded to change the topic. “But enough about us—what brings you back to Earth?”

      “I’m an assassin with the empire now,” Jazz said.

      “I can see that,” Destiny said.

      “I didn’t know the guild recruited nonpsionics,” Dollon said.

      “Like here, things changed, too many assassins killed or deployed deep into Radiance space,” Jazz explained. “My mission is to kill Chris Boyd, the person responsible for killing Prince Akeia and triggering the war.” Jazz knew very well that the Celestial Order was behind Akeia’s death, but a paycheck is a paycheck. “And to kill the president of the UNE.”

      Destiny raised an eyebrow. “So Hannah was right about you coming for him,” she said. “Though you just missed him, that virus cut power to our base and resulted in him and another escaping.”

      “You sound shocked,” Jazz said to Destiny.

      “Hannah’s predictions as of late haven’t been correct. She’s been making mistakes. We’ve been losing a lot of good men and women because of it,” she said. “But so far, she’s been spot-on about you.”

      “Wait,” Dollon jumped in. “You said Boyd killed Akeia. I thought both Akeia and Kroshka were killed? That’s why we were ordered to attack.”

      “No, Kroshka’s alive. She was targeted to get wacked, but the recon team survivors and I managed to save her and bring her back to the empire,” Jazz explained. “And even then…I ain’t gonna lie; Chris Boyd didn’t really kill him. Akeia was targeted by the Assassins’ Guild, and then framed Chris. Some members of the guild are working for the Celestial Order.” Damn it, Jake, why you gotta tell ’em about that? What if this place is bugged?

      “The fuck is that?” Destiny asked.

      Jazz released a sigh and reluctantly explained. “Think of ’em as the illuminati of the galaxy. They were behind the invasion of Earth. I’m surprised Whigli didn’t tell y’all this. He was helping me briefly before we lost contact with him. Hell, he even worked for them for a short while.”

      Jazz could tell that there was some deep processing going on inside the heads of Destiny and Dollon. Finally, after a brief pause, she said. “Jazz, you need to tell me everything you know about them.”

      “Shit, I shouldn’t even be talking about it,” Jazz said, and then he pointed at Veloshira, who remained resting on the couch as the English-speaking trio rambled on. “She doesn’t even know, kept it a secret ’cause, like I said, they got people in the guild working for them, people within the empire, and people within the union. Hell, they even had cells hidden here on Earth long before the invasion. The sooner I finish my mission here, the sooner I can get back to helping my friends track down these sons of bitches. Though, I ain’t gonna lie, should I find major leads on them here, my mission will take a backseat.”

      “All the more reason to tell us,” Destiny pleaded. “Like you just said, they had people here on Earth. Perhaps some of their operatives are still here. If the invasion was planned, then Radiance being here could very well be planned as well.”

      Jazz sighed, then reached inside his trench coat to find his data pad with all his notes and discoveries about the order. There was just one problem; his fingers felt nothing but the air and the inside of the large pocket. Where the fuck is my pad? he thought, trying to hold back a panicked look. Both his hands began a quick pat down. There was nothing, and he knew for a fact it wasn’t on the Silver Raven, as he and Veloshira double-checked their items before heading out.

      The pad was left behind on Morutrin Prime. It had to be. When last did I have it? He thought, but nothing came to mind. Destiny and Dollon both looked at him, waiting for his intel to be shared. Fuck it, I’ll have to tell them what I remember.
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* * *

      Port Shala, Morutrin Prime, Morutrin System

      Kalis entered the apartment suite she shared with her father, Telan, head chef at the Vuanel Gi Talsyk, from time to time. It was one of three places where she stayed in Port Shala, though she never revealed two of those places to anyone. Telan sat in front of a computer, his hands moving quickly, typing out a message. Out from Kalis’s handbag was a data pad; she placed it directly in front of her father on his desk. His typing paused as he looked down at the pad, and his tail began to wag in a grateful manner.

      “You should get some sleep,” he said to her.

      She nodded and stepped toward her room, while Telan picked up the data pad, and browsed through its contents. She looked back at him just before crossing the threshold into her bedroom; he began to stroke his chin.
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* * *

      HLF Headquarters, Northern Canada, Sol System

      Destiny and Jazz stood above Whigli as he rested on his infirmary bed. The computer screen next to him kept a close eye on his vital signs while the doctor at the far end of the infirmary tended to the wounds of dozens of other HLF operatives that were injured on other missions. With Whigli lying here recovering, it meant that Dollon was the last remaining combat-ready psionic the HLF had in the base. The thought of Dollon ending up like Whigli…or worse as a result made her wince. Oh god, no. Destiny did what she could to flush out those thoughts.

      Whigli groaned as he tried to sit up to face Destiny. She reacted by forcing his shoulders back down. “You need to stop moving,” she said. “Those bullets not only ripped through your gut, but damaged some of your cybernetics.”

      “Doctors said I’m good to go,” Whigli said.

      “And they said for you to take it easy and rest for another day,” she said.

      “Long time no see,” Jazz said.

      “And you,” Whigli said to Jazz. “I must ask, Chidorli, did she make it?”

      “Uh, yeah,” Jazz said, looking away from him. Destiny grimaced; she knew a lie when she heard it.

      “You have no idea how many years I waited to hear about her fate. I never had my doubts, however. She was young and strong. The doctors shouldn’t have had any issues removing the brainjack device,” Whigli positioned his body into a more comfortable spot. “I have so much more to ask you.”

      “And I have shitload of questions to ask you,” Destiny sternly said. “Like why didn’t you tell us about the Celestial Order? Or that you knew they were the real reason Earth was attacked?”

      There was a moment of silence between the two; her question caught him completely off guard. “Just…ugh, I just wanted to blend in with the rest of the Hashmedai here,” Whigli said.

      “That intel could have allowed us to look into their existence here! We could have used it to prove to the UNE that Radiance can’t be trusted!”

      “Hannah knew,” he whispered. “Don’t blame me exclusively. She knew as well.”

      “Whigli.”

      “Destiny,” Eupiar’s voice interrupted Destiny midspeech via her ear comm. “Please report to CIC. I got something you might want to take a look at.”

      “On my way,” Destiny replied to her. She then refocused her vision back down toward Whigli. “We’ll talk later. Rest up for now.”
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* * *

      Eupiar sat in her usual chair and computer terminal, surrounded by her usual holographic windows as Destiny approached her from behind and asked, “What’s up?”

      “My elite hacking skills have uncovered something interesting,” Eupiar said. A holographic projection of an expensive condo appeared next to her, the mountains in the background and the ocean off to the side suggested it was in Vancouver. “It’s an EISS safe house, the source of Justin’s betrayal.” Eupiar’s fingers tapped a few keys on her keyboard. A new window loaded displaying images of an advanced computer network and security protocols, way too advanced for a residential place like that. “A stash of intel in regard to our person of interest, Danyal Aksoy.”

      “The trail for Aksoy went cold last summer shortly after we beheaded those missionaries,” said Destiny.

      Danyal Aksoy was one of Hannah’s first predictions, back when she was right about everything. Twenty-two years later, they had yet to make contact with this mysterious Hashmedai-human hybrid, only learning of his name, age, and now that he was arrested and tossed in prison.

      “Well, if the info I have here is correct,” Eupiar explained, “they got the location of the prison he’s being held in. I just can’t hack into it to get the data—too well protected—we’ll have to break in and physically grab the data crystals.”

      “Contact, Tetsuya, and Vuyin,” Destiny said with a conceited look on her face. “We’re going to spill some EISS blood.”
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      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      Two EDF members were brought aboard and rushed down to the Winston Churchill’s infirmary. The sight was becoming quite familiar to the crew, seeing as how not too long ago, Chloe and Ella were in that spot. Now it was Sarah and Chris’s turn. Their snow- and ice-covered bodies were found in the northernmost reaches of Baffin Island, embracing one another, most likely to keep each other warm with what little heat they had left. Or so Chloe hoped.

      Lucky for them, advanced medical technology was at work to heal their frostbitten bodies and bring body temperatures back up to normal. The two spent the last three days lying on the medical beds as hologram monitors kept an eye on their status. They were stable and recovering well, much to Ella’s surprise. All the medical devices used by the UNE were hybrids of human, Radiance, and Hashmedai technology. It was a task that Ella was slowly getting used to, as the medical devices at Alpha Centauri were Radiance-made, modified for human use.

      Chloe looked on as her sister and the man she loved recovered. From the very same position, Xavier had stood when he watched her and Ella slowly come back from the dead. Her fists clenched, slowly glowing red, the more she thought about what happened to her, what happened to her whole team. Someone’s going to have to pay, and it’s going to be in blood.

      “At the first chance of vengeance, take it,” said a strange female voice in Chloe’s head.

      Chloe’s balled-up fingers released as her face transformed from a woman full of rage to a woman spooked out. This was not the first time she had heard a voice talk to her since coming back, though it was the first time she was able to make out what the voice was saying. She continued to stand, playing things off as if nothing happened; too bad Ella stared right into her green eyes, making direct contact. Chloe could see a horrified look forming across every inch of her face as well; Ella too was trying to play it cool. Did she hear that voice as well?
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* * *

      Gavin’s body floated within the confines of the empty briefing room used by the fighter pilot crew. He held a holo pad in his hands, displaying contents and diagrams in regard to the F-108 Solaris fighters. There were still a few things about proper operation of the fighter he wasn’t aware of, and it clearly showed in his most recent runs in the simulator. Becoming an expert in regard to operation was his top priority, as he would be the main instructor for training the new recruits after returning to Alpha Centauri.

      His head turned toward the right as he heard the soft sound of the sliding doors slip open, Aura floated in with a perplexed smile on her face once she saw him. “Aren’t we quite the keener tonight?” she said.

      Gavin snorted and said to her, “The weightlessness helps me relax and take in more info. Gotta master this before we head back, whenever the hell that will be.”

      “I was referring to the fact that you’re the first one here for our briefing,” she said. Oh, how he loved her English accent.

      Wait, what briefing? “Didn’t know there was one planned,” Gavin said.

      Aura floated past him and a multitude of chairs toward the large podium at the back center of the room. Chairs that would be full of the ship’s pilot crew soon. “We’ve been placed on a higher alert status because of the recent HLF activities, which I’m sure you and your friends are now aware of.” She stopped her body from floating too far away as her brown hands latched on to the side of the podium. “And according to Chris and Sarah’s recent debriefing, we’re one step closer to finding their base of operations.”

      “Expecting some action?” Gavin asked.

      “I’m expecting a shite show.”
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* * *

      Sarah and Chris were on their feet again after another twelve hours, and back in the practice range shooting holographic targets as if nothing happened. Though all that had to be put on hold as Captain Xavier summoned them along with Chloe to the Winston Churchill’s main briefing room located directly below the bridge and above the flight crew briefing room. There was a large rectangular table in the center of the room with a hologram of the Winston Churchill in orbit around Earth. Xavier’s weightless body sat on the end of the table, while Chloe, Chris, and Sarah floated toward vacant seats next to the table. Staff sergeant Jacob Miles entered seconds later and floated toward the group to join them.

      Xavier took a long stare at everyone and then began to address them. “All right, let’s get down to business, shall we? Long story short, an informant has been feeding us and only us intel since Major Vaughan’s and Dr. Lynn’s arrival. He calls himself Deep Throat and was kind enough to let us know that someone from the Hashmedai Empire recently touched down on Earth and made contact with the HLF.”

      A serious and concerned aura came from all those present. It was long suspected the Hashmedai held a grudge. There was never a question as to if they would strike again, but rather when. And that when was apparently very soon. Chloe broke the silence that latched everyone’s mouths shut. “And we didn’t detect their ship?”

      “There’s no record of an unknown ship entering the system or reports of one porting in from a space bridge,” explained Xavier.

      Chloe thought about everything Radiance explained to her about the space bridge network and what they do to counter surprise attacks. “To my understanding, it’s like a psionic teleport,” Chloe said. “You can detect it but only if you are actively searching for it when it happens.”

      “We’re always on the lookout for space bridge ports…but only in space,” Xavier said.

      “You’re saying they teleported directly onto Earth?” Chris said. Chloe hopped the answer was going to be no, but she knew damn well that’s exactly what would have had to happen.

      “It has to be, how else would they have entered without the UNE and Radiance fleet detecting it?” Xavier said, and then his weightless fingers pressed against a tiny command console on the table. “In any case, EISS managed to get a glimpse of the two and well.”

      A new hologram appeared. It was a video recording of a short Hashmedai female with white hair and a tall human with a bald head and dark skin. Chloe’s eyes opened wide, her jaw wanted to do the same. This was a familiar face, the face of a man who shouldn’t be alive. “Oh my god,” she whispered.

      “Recognize him?” Xavier asked.

      “Jake ‘Jazz’ Johnson,” Chloe revealed.

      Xavier continued. “Well, he and a Hashmedai female attacked a joint UNE and Radiance taskforce in Los Angles alongside HLF members.” The hologram switched to a helmet cam recording of the duo slaying the taskforce with an elegant yet deadly method. They used weapons and gadgets Chloe did not recognize. “They were both found, hiding in plain sight with a stealth cloaking device,” he added.

      “An assassin,” Chloe muttered. “They turned him into a fucking assassin!”

      “Humans and Hashmedai working hand in hand with the HLF is one thing, but a human working with the empire?” Xavier asked.

      “We encountered him during the invasion,” said Chloe. “He was working with the Hashmedai for some reason. I last saw him aboard the command ship just before we blew it up. I didn’t think he made it out and thought nothing of him ever since.” Her eyes analyzed his holographic projection closer, namely his face. “He hasn’t aged, either, so it’s safe to assume he’s been in cryo during the last few years.”

      Of course, she left out the part of her having strange dreams about him before they even met. That little girl was in each of those dreams too. What was her name again? Right, Hannah.

      “You should have told them about the dreams,” whispered the strange voice inside Chloe’s head. “Could you imagine their reaction?”

      Jesus Christ, it can read my thoughts too? Get out of my head! Chloe exploded internally.

      “Must have escaped and went on a voyage to the empire while we were heading to Alpha Centauri,” Sarah said. “And now they turned him into an assassin and sent him back to us. Any idea who their target is?”

      “None. All we know is that he’s working with the HLF, and the HLF has a plan to strike a target in Vancouver.” Xavier’s fingers loaded a new hologram, a three-dimensional layout of the city of Vancouver. It zoomed in to a red highlighted condo. “According to Deep Throat, this condo houses a small safe house for EISS agents tasked with dealing with the large presence of HLF forces in that region. Apparently, HLF knows this and are in the process of moving in. EISS and the EISS agents there have no idea of this; sadly, we have no means of getting ahold of them, either. Whatever those agents are doing, it’s so big that EISS isn’t cooperating with us.” Xavier faced the group, who looked at him intensely. “So we’re gonna give ’em a hand.”

      “If I may, sir,” Chloe said. “I’d like to be part of the mission.”

      “A wise choice,” the voice said softly. “The one called Jazz will be there. This I assure you.”

      I’m not doing this for you. Chloe thought and then bit her lip, for she now had to accept the fact she had replied to the voice.

      “I’m not a big fan of personal vendettas, Major,” said Xavier. “But lucky for you, command wants EDF to assist in this. Two assassins are in the hands of the HLF and will probably be in play, and as it stands, your team includes the only humans alive who have experience dealing with Hashmedai assassins. Radiance is reluctant to send Rangers in since this will be going down in an urban area, and Radiance still wants to keep human collateral damage nonexistent.”

      “Gotta maintain the nice press image, eh?” Jacob said.

      “This will be a joint operation between EDF and the marines; you’ll be working with Sergeant Miles and his team. It will also be a good chance for the two teams to see the unique equipment you use in action. Some members of his team are also top candidates for joining EDF.”

      “Understood,” Chloe said.

      “I have the flight team getting prepped up as well in case things go sideways,” said Xavier.

      “One last thing, sir,” Chloe said. She paused for a moment, debating how to make her request. “I’d like Michei with us.”

      Both Jacob and Xavier erupted with laughter. She had a feeling that would happen; Michei’s refusal to assist the crew with anything until his transfer went through was well known. “Good luck with that. He won’t provide any fuckin’ gravity on the bridge. I doubt he’ll want to go on a combat op that Radiance is reluctant to assist on.”

      “HLF has psionics, and now two assassins. Having a psionic on our side will be necessary,” Chloe explained.

      “Can always bring EVE, sir,” said Jacob.

      “Eh, try to convince the sod to go with you,” Xavier said. “If not, you’ll want to take EVE. She is supposed to be the psionic replacement, after all. I’m curious as to what she can do in combat. But at the same time, I’d rather we not destroy the only android we have; they take almost as long to build and program as a starship.”
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* * *

      Chloe entered the bridge and floated toward Michei the Rabuabin psionic as he hovered with his eyes locked on the content of his data pad. As Chloe floated next to him, he spoke in the Radiance language to her. “Unless you have news of my transfer, please leave. You’re interrupting my reading, and this is an intriguing book.” His eye never left the pad.

      “I have a job for you,” Chloe said, also speaking in his language.

      “I have one for you as well—get lost.”

      “Look, you can sit here and be useless all you want, but you and I know that Radiance command will look at the massive number of complaints the captain has filed against you and—”

      “And they’ll make me do some mundane task like providing gravity for an entire ship rather than just the bridge,” Michei said. His finger swiped across the screen, changing to a new page in his book. “I’m fine with that; at least I’ll be with a crew who don’t view me as obsolete.”

      Chloe’s arms crossed as she said, “I’m going on a mission. I want you to come along, and I want you to prove to everyone here that psionics cannot be easily replaced.”

      “Oh please.”

      “We’re about to make the Hashmedai Liberation Front have a very, very bad day. Just think about it. You’ll be the one Radiance member who participates in an operation this big, an operation that will result in victory.”

      “Not interested.”

      “The union promotes and rewards you all based on how many enemies you’ve killed and successful missions, right? The Liberation Front has more victories versus Radiance, thus making them offer you more points toward your career advancement. If you help us win this, you can have sex with all the daughters of commanding officers you want, and nobody can say a damn thing.”

      Michei’s eyes never left his data pad, though Chloe saw that her proposal made his face twist. There were thoughts going through his head, hopefully the ones she wanted. As his tail began to sway. “I have no plans to redo that mistake,” Michei finally said. “But,” he added. “Making everyone turn a blind eye toward that—”

      “Your transfer might go through faster.”

      Michei’s face rose toward Chloe, who remained hovering above him. “When do we leave?”
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* * *

      HLF Headquarters, Northern Canada, Sol System

      Jazz and Veloshira patiently waited for Destiny, Vuyin, and Tetsuya to finish gearing up in their stolen UNE combat armor for the upcoming raid within the armory of the HLF base. Dollon, as expected, wore no top, revealing his complex network of psionic cybernetic implants wired on to his brawny upper body.

      “So why are we doing this again?” Veloshira asked Jazz in Hashmedai.

      Jazz often forgot that Veloshira didn’t understand English and needed a translation here and there. And more often than not, these translations were quick, and some things got missed. “We help them, they help us,” he replied. “Besides, we’re unwanted outsiders. This is the only place we can stay. Killing the president of Earth and some commando isn’t going to be a quick and easy job.”

      Destiny, Vuyin, and Tetsuya finally finished as they powered on their rifles. Veloshira’s face turned away from Jazz and said. “I just don’t want to be dragged into a conflict that doesn’t concern us or our assignment. And these people look like the type who would rather have us fight their battles.”

      “We won’t be here that long.”

      “OK, everyone remember the plan?” Destiny cut in to address everyone in English.

      Jazz quickly reviewed the game plan in his head. Veloshira was on sniper duty and was to be placed on top of a shorter adjacent building that directly faced the side of the condo they planned to assault. Jazz was to take point and scout ahead while cloaked as Destiny, Vuyin and Tetsuya remained behind him. All the while, Dollon was to float about in the skies, keeping an eye out for trouble. Jazz had suggested at least one other person go with Veloshira to watch her back, but Destiny insisted on this setup, arguing that Dollon was all Veloshira would need.

      Dollon better not let us down, Jazz thought.

      “We lost people in the last few missions; let’s make this one where we don’t lose anyone, OK?” Dollon said as he stepped into the middle of the group. “Gather up!”

      Dollon’s cybernetics began to glow as he mustered his psionic mind to teleport the team into the heart of Vancouver.
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* * *

      Eupiar’s rickety hands held on to her holo phone, ready to compose a text. A message she would rather not have to send if it weren’t for her contact threatening to cut her off from giving her tips. That and he was the only one who knew that she uploaded the virus, knowledge that she’d rather he kept to himself. She dropped out of school to help the HLF in their cause and make some cash on the side, after all. And if doing shady deals like this was going to keep the flow of tips coming her way to help the group out, so be it. Get a grip; this is a good thing in the long run. She shut her eyes, and took several deep breaths before forcing her fingers to proceed forward and type in the message.

      
        
        
        Me, 12:37am: They just left.

        Deepthroat, 12:38am: Good. I knew I could count on you.

        Me, 12:38am: Please make sure they don’t get hurt.

        Deepthroat, 12:39am: You just be ready to send me a copy of the data they bring back.

        Deepthroat, 12:39am: If they bring it back.
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* * *

      Transport En Route to Earth, Sol System

      The hangar bay doors to the ESV Winston Churchill slowly opened, allowing a single UNE transport to depart from the ship and sink into the night Earth skies in the distance. The occupants of the craft were none other than the joint teams of the EDF and marines. Chloe, Sarah, and Chris sat on one end of the transport, all three fully geared up in their protect suits. On the opposite end sat S. Sgt. Jacob Miles and his team, L. Cpl. Tom Richards and L. Cpl. Grace Petropoulos. The three marines wore their exosuits and were each outfitted with an HUD eyepiece, which transmitted a small hologram in front of their eyes containing valuable battle data. Michei sat up front next to the pilot as the transport cleared a thick patch of darkened rain clouds that hovered over the Vancouver area.

      The team was surprised to see Michei tag along and even more surprised that Chloe insisted on taking the transport down, despite having a psionic powerful enough to teleport them all. Though her reason for this choice was quite simple, it hid the fact that Michei was with them. Psionic teleports could be directed if one was looking for it, and the psionic that the HLF brought with them would be scanning the city, hoping to find just that, an unexpected teleportation. A transport, however, would suggest to the HLF that no psionics on their side would be active—well, not at the start at least. On top of all that, the EISS installed a mind shield inside their suite, preventing psionics from teleporting inside the building.

      Chloe saw the midnight Vancouver skyline come into view. Light rain from the skies splattered across the windshield of the transport. “All right, according to Deep Throat, they got a stealthy sniper on the rooftop, a Hashmedai named Veloshira. Miles, you and your team hang tight on the condo, and my team will deal with the assassin.”

      Jacob nodded. “Aye.”

      “What about civilians?” Chris asked.

      “This is a red zone,” Grace said. “Civvies here are more likely to help the HLF or rat you out to them. Only the police can be trusted out here, honestly.”

      “If they know what’s good for them, they’ll stay clear,” Tom said.

      “Michei, provide Miles’s team with support and be ready to pull out and support us should a psionic come after us,” said Chloe as the transport came to its destination and hovered over the building rooftop, which held their invisible target. “All right, people, let’s do this!” Chloe roared with excitement as she and the rest of the team sat up from their chairs.

      A loud “Yeah!” bellowed from everyone.

      She was not impressed. “Are you marines or a bunch of fucking Girl Scouts? I’ve been both and can tell the difference with ease.” The exit doors swung open. She then faced the two teams again and shouted. “Let’s do this and kick some fucking ass!”

      A furious and simultaneous “Ooh-Rah” hollered out from everyone aboard.
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* * *

      Vancouver, Earth, Sol System

      Veloshira carefully placed her invisible body next to the human-made rectangular air-conditioning unit. On the opposite end of the building hovered a transport ship unloading three humans wearing a type of combat armor she had never seen before. The three fanned out after the transport left and began to hover above the human building she was supposed to be targeting. Whoever these humans were, they knew what they were planning. What they didn’t know was the various cloaked mines Veloshira rigged throughout the entire rooftop. One human was just meters away from triggering her first set of traps, Veloshira’s plasma rifle unfolded into her cloaked hands. She held on to it hard, and waited for the right moment to step out from the shadows.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Jazz, I have three human targets closing in on me,” Veloshira’s voice transmitted to Jazz’s communicator. “There’s a second group on top of your building.”

      Jazz, Destiny, Vuyin, and Tetsuya had just stepped into the elevator when the bad news came in. “Shit, that was fast. Hang tight, we’re almost up,” he transmitted back. He then spoke in English to Destiny and her team. “The UNE is here.”

      Destiny grunted and slammed the side of her fist against the elevator wall. “We just fucking got here!” There was a hint of anger in her voice.

      “Someone probably tipped them off,” Jazz said, gazing at the floor numbers tick upward, floor five, floor six, floor seven, twenty more to go. “Veloshira is surrounded, and there’s another group on top of this condo.”

      Destiny’s finger rose, tapping her earpiece communicator. “Dollon!” she cried.

      “I see them,” Dollon transmitted back. “I was just debating how to handle this.”

      “Handle it quickly before we lose our sniper!” she ordered.
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* * *

      Chloe hoped that the intel given to them by the UNE and Deep Throat was legit in regard to the assassins. Last time she checked, the Hashmedai exclusively recruited psionics to be used as assassins making detecting them much harder. But here she was, using thermal vision glasses to scan the rooftop battlefield, and nothing was turning up. Nevertheless, she proceeded forward with her aim extended forward.

      A loud pop sound echoed to her left. It caused her to stop moving immediately and her head to jerk toward its source. Chris did something similar at the same time, and they both saw Sarah’s body covered in a shimmering blue field of energy.

      “Shit!” Chloe said as she ran toward her sister to assist. Chris took three steps toward Sarah as well to help, when suddenly an invisible device below his feet became visible and enveloped his body in the same shimmering blue field that froze Sarah in time. On a quick and closer inspection, a large disk-shaped object flashed beneath Sarah’s feet and now Chris’s. The rooftops were booby-trapped, booby-trapped by invisible devices. Fucking assholes!

      With Sarah and Chris out of the equation, Veloshira popped out from her concealed position and shot plasma fire toward Chloe with her rifle. Chloe naturally wanted to run and take cover behind the exhaust fans, an act that would have her end up like Chris and Sarah. Backtrack, it was all she could do for now, retrace her steps, since none of those triggered any traps. The darkened rooftops briefly lit up thanks to Veloshira’s relentless plasma barrage and Chloe’s shields ripping and flashing as every bolt of superheated emerald energy splashed across it.

      This isn’t going to work, Chloe thought, as she returned fire and continued to backpedal. Her shield strength was dropping fast: 74 percent, 69 percent. As tough as they were, Hashmedai plasma can take down any shield after several direct hits. Fuck it—52 percent. Her body rolled into cover behind a large exhaust fan. Chloe began to see if her arms and legs could still move. They could. There were no traps here.

      One problem solved for now. Too bad another approached from the skies. A psionic, a male Hashmedai psionic. This must be Dollon, she thought and opened a communication link to Michei. “I got a present for ya, located at my signal.”

      “Understood, stand by,” Michei replied over her radio.
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* * *

      Jacob, Tom, and Grace readied their eRifles as soon as they saw the spectacular light show illuminate the rooftops of the adjacent building. Veloshira was officially distracted, and now a bright-blue streak of light propelled Michei into the fight to deal with Dollon.

      “OK, let’s get this done!” Jacob said to his team. “What’s directly below us?”

      Tom’s face looked down toward the rocky rooftop floor as his visor started an X-ray scan. “Just the main hallway, sir,” Tom reported.

      “Nice, Petropoulos, if you will,” Jacob said to Grace.

      She nodded and then raised her exosuit-clad arm toward the ground. A cutting laser shot out from her wrist as she guided the beam to create a large red glowing circle on the floor. Jacob’s left foot rose and then down across the middle of the circle, creating a hole that took the exact same shape as the circle. The three marines leaped into the hole while the jetpacks automatically activated to reduce the impact of their fall.

      They were now in the hallways that led to the top-floor suites, five more floors to descend. Jacob ordered Tom and Grace to repeat the same process, all three of them hoping that the residents did the smart thing and stayed indoors.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Jazz exited his invisible state as his plasma katana radiated green. He along with Destiny’s team stood outside the entrance to the suite in question on the twenty-seventh floor. “Get back,” Jazz said.

      Jazz guided his weapon toward the locked door and effortlessly sliced an oval-shaped hole into it. The glow from his blade stopped once the deed was done, and then, with press of a button on his wrist, Jazz’s body became translucent and stepped into the dark condo suite.

      He saw nothing but furniture; the place was relatively neat and tidy. At one point, he questioned if this was even the right place, as this didn’t look like some hideout for spies. No high-tech gizmos, computers, laptops, nothing. He gave Destiny and her team the all clear to enter and perform their search of the unit. And her team did just that—rushed in with their rifles aimed forward, every drawer, cabinet, and room was ripped opened and searched. In a matter of seconds, the suite lost its neat and tidy look.

      From the corner of Jazz’s eye, he saw several bursts of flashing light of a wide selection of colors coming from the living room window. Veloshira was under attack. He cursed as his invisible body helplessly watched the action unfold from the building across the road. Two psionics hurled fireballs and plasma at each other in the air, while three UNE soldiers exchanged rifle fire with Veloshira. Last time he checked, Veloshira had two of the marines locked away in a status net from her mines, though there was a limited amount of time one could hold someone within those nets before the power from the mines depleted.

      “Hope ya’ll found what you were lookin’ for,” Jazz said as his invisible hand reached for his plasma rifle. “’Cause I’m ’bout to blow our cover.”

      Seconds later, a thud echoed from the hallway, followed by the sounds of two…no, three jetpacks softly hissing then coming to a stop. “Quickly, over here!” A voice from the hallway shouted.

      “Sounds like we’re well past that stage,” Destiny said. “Light their asses up, Jazz.”

      “I found something!” Tetsuya said with jubilation. Jazz quickly tilted his head toward him. Tetsuya stood in front of a towering computer stowed away in a small closet.

      “I take it personal computers aren’t normally that big,” Jazz said.

      “Nope,” Destiny replied. “Tetsuya, hurry.”

      “I’m on it,” Tetsuya said as his hand gripped the side of the computer.

      A small holographic window manifested in front of his face. In it a blue progress bar slowly moved from the left to right. Above it, Jazz saw the caption display “transferring data,” and various images of computer files flashed while the progress bar continued.

      “Ah, you must be the IT guy I called a while back,” said a man from the darkened corner of the suite. He spoke with an Australian accent. “Now this is what I call aggressive customer service, mate!” He stepped closer, the light show from outside revealed his looks…and that he pointed an ePistol directly toward Tetsuya’s head.

      “Damn it,” a female voice said from the opposite end of the suite, and it wasn’t Destiny. “I was really hoping it was the pizza guy.”

      Jazz saw a second person step out from the shadows. She too was armed with an ePistol and aimed it toward Destiny and Vuyin.
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* * *

      Chloe’s magnetic rifle let loose another torrent of high-velocity rounds toward Veloshira. Not one connected. Veloshira simply rolled behind another exhaust fan at some mind-blowing speeds. Chris and Sarah experienced similar results, nothing but air. But that was OK. Chloe was glad to see the two of them recover from their earlier frozen state and assist her in keeping this Hashmedai bitch from doing her job.

      Dollon suddenly departed from the battle. Chloe saw a slight glimmer of panic across his Hashmedaian face as he levitated toward the condo Jacob and his team entered. To be exact, Dollon traveled directly toward window of the twenty-seventh floor. Oh fuck.

      Michei pursued Dollon. His cybernetic Rabuabin hands began to glow as his psionic gifts summoned a barrage of purple orbs of plasma to race toward Dollon. Dollon paid little attention to the superheated threat impacting his psionically powered shields. The Hashmedai psionic simply extended his hands forward and entered a trance. What the fuck is he planning?

      “Major, I’ve located the EISS safe house,” Jacob’s voice transmitted to Chloe’s radio. “Breaching in forty-five secs.”

      “Negative, do not engage. Dollon is up to something!” Chloe reported.

      “The fuck is Michei doin’?” Jacob asked.

      As much as Chloe admired Michei’s perseverance in the matter, his attacks weren’t cutting it. “Dollon is too strong; he can’t even take down his shields.”

      Chloe saw white flashes of light and streaks of shockwaves populate the suite EISS safe house via its living room window. “Shots fired. It’s now or never, Major!” Jacob transmitted.

      “Fuck! OK do it, and keep moving when you enter!”

      Every glass window on the side of the condo shattered via Dollon’s psionic mind, as Jacob and his team joined the fray. Dollon tossed white fireballs into the suite. The explosions that followed made it difficult for Chloe to figure out what was going on in the aftermath. Adding to the confusion, Veloshira directed her plasma bolts toward the condo as well, trying to snipe Jacob and his team as they entered. At this point, getting the EISS agents to safety was their top priority. Should Jacob and his team get turned into well-done steaks, it’s over.

      Chloe took a few seconds to analyze the situation. Michei, while weaker than Dollon, was still unloading everything he had on Dollon’s shields. Between Dollon using his mind to float, power his psionic shields, and launch a multitude of white fireballs, his mind had to be growing tired by now. He was no Archmage, that’s for damn sure. What could he possibly be doing that would allow his shields to hold after such a long pounding?

      Chloe’s glasses switched off their thermal view, replacing her vision with a tactical scan. A superimposed image overlaid across Dollon’s backside, displayed the extent of his shield coverage; there was nothing in front of him. Of course, Michei’s attacks came mostly from behind. There was no need strain his mind to provide a full barrier, just a half one, protecting his backside. He was vulnerable from attacks in the front and clearly felt that the inferno he was creating before him was enough to discourage anyone inside from targeting him.

      Big mistake, pal! “Sarah, long jump with me,” Chloe shouted to her sister. “Boyd, cover us!”

      Chloe and Sarah ran toward the ledge of the building as Chris shot suppressive fire toward Veloshira, discouraging her from taking shots at Chloe and Sarah. Not that it mattered; Veloshira ignored them and continued to fire at the EISS safe house.

      Chloe stared down to the streets below. Cars and hover bikes with blue-and-red flashing lights were visible. The police were here. She also caught a glimpse at a sea of people fleeing the condo. Thank god, she thought, as this was supposed to be a quick in-and-out job. Back to the matter at hand, Chloe faced Sarah to address her plan.

      “Twenty-eighth, floor of the condo, let’s leap over and wall run across it,” she explained. “This asshole doesn’t have forward shields.”

      Sarah nodded to confirm, and then the two sisters stepped back and then ran toward and off the building into the air. Jets from their protect suits propelled them forward, while the mass-reduction field activated, reducing the mass of their bodies. Using the momentum generated by the blast of their jets, the two soared through the air toward the condo like leaves in the wind.

      They arrived at their destination, the windows and walls of the twenty-eighth floor. Their jets continued to release tiny blasts of thrusts, just enough to keep their mass-reduced bodies from falling, but not enough to launch them up into the sky. As they ran alongside the walls of the condo, their rifles erupted, sending projectiles toward Dollon.

      Dollon was quick to respond to the new threat; purple waves of light from Dollon’s psionic shield rippled and blocked both Sarah and Chloe’s attacks in addition to Michei’s barrage from behind. Whatever, Chloe thought, as Dollon now had three attackers to deal with, two of them from close range. He was now forced to have a full barrier; one that would be weaker overall compared to the rear one he was relying on seconds ago.

      The two wall-running sisters swung past Dollon while his psionic shields slowly began to crack away. The action was becoming too much for him to handle, and so he propelled his body to the skies. Michei launched his floating body upward to follow. Chloe and Sarah halted their run, promptly placed their backs against the wall, and they allowed gravity to take hold of them. Their mass-reduced bodies slowly slid down toward the ruined floor below them.
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* * *

      Veloshira’s eyebrows rose when witnessing the two human females leap off the building, toward the adjacent one, to perform the longest wall run ever, forcing Dollon to flee. Wall running and jumping weren’t anything new to her; some versions of Radiance armor enabled the user to perform such stunts, but only for a few seconds before gravity took hold. But leaping from one building to another? Impossible, especially on a planet with a gravitational pull like this.

      Radiance did not have such tech, and neither did the Hashmedai. Humans were advancing at a rate that would one day surpass both the Radiance Union and the Hashmedai Empire. The human race, future conquerors of the galaxy? It was an interesting, yet terrifying thought to her and one that distracted her from switching her aim and taking shots at the two wall runners.

      No matter, she thought, for she was now left alone with the exception of the solo human who continued to lay down suppressive fire. Veloshira kept her head low as she peeked around the corner of the exhaust fan she hid behind. The human did not move from his spot. What a shame; there were many more mines that lay across from him to step on.

      Then it hit her. She examined the human once more as he aimed his rifle around, looking for her. His face, there was no denying it, it was Chris Boyd. Target number one of two for Jazz’s and her mission. A massive grin stretched on her face. It’s not every day your target comes to you. He needed to die and his head brought back to the empress as a gift. She holstered her plasma rifle, and began to stare at her twin plasma daggers.

      Keeping her head lowered, Veloshira swiftly ran toward the edge of the building and leaped off, but she kept her small hands latched into the edge. She activated her cloaking device shortly afterward. She knew that Chris would pursue and that he was using some kind of thermal vision to track her in her stealth state. There was a window underneath her that led into the top floor of the build they were on—keyword was—her feet shattered the glass, and she launched her body inside the dark office room.

      Just as she expected, Chris’s body latched on to the side of the building and began to wall run toward the section Veloshira was holding on to. It was, after all, the quickest way to get to her without going through the mines she had placed up top. She saw his feet walk across the windows; he was getting closer and closer. Eventually he would reach the corner, make a turn, see the smashed-in window, and come in after her. Her nimble fingers attached an explosive mine to one of the windows, a window Chris was moving his horizontal, wall-walking body toward.

      She stared as he got closer to the window with the mine. All the while, she couldn’t help but be amazed at how his footsteps made no sound as they impacted against the glass, nor did glass crack despite his being such a massively strong man wearing such heavy equipment. Yet Veloshira’s feet effortlessly kicked in the adjacent window she had entered from. He made it to the mine at last, and it exploded with thunderous fury, sending thousands of shards of glass outward and a blast of flames covering Chris’s body. His shields flicked violently as the jets from his suit pushed him into the room.

      Veloshira released a loud hiss through her fangs as Chris entered the office rather than fall to his death. Her body became visible as she leaped at Chris, slashing and hacking away at his now weakened shields with her green glowing daggers. His rifle was missing—dropped it during his fall into the room—thus giving her another advantage as he faced her, launching punches and kicks to defend himself.

      A quick leap backward put some much-needed distance between Veloshira and Chris. She needed it. Blood dripped from her face, too much for her liking. Chris was indeed a tough adversary, every punch and kick hit her in the face. She took a deep breath then lunged toward him again, this time rolling on the floor to avoid whatever else he had planned for her. She saw his backside as she came to, and then his shields shattered when her blades connected. The back of his heel spun and slammed against the side of her head, sending her to the floor, while her daggers went in opposite directions. Veloshira wasn’t finished yet, and neither was Chris. As she leaped back to her feet, his body charged toward her. The two fell to the floor, engaged in a series of grapples and holds as they rolled around—Chris trying his best to prevent her from going toward her daggers, Veloshira trying her best to prevent him from going toward his rifle.

      Veloshira found herself on top of Chris, while his hands firmly wrapped around her neck. She couldn’t breathe, nor could she break free of his hold. Gazing down, she saw the one thing that was giving him and his team an edge against her. The thermal glasses, Veloshira’s hand rose into the air, her claws deployed and came down for a swipe, slashing five bloody gashes across his face and hurling his eyepiece away. A second swipe sliced another and deeper gash across his face and eyes. His hands destabilized slightly, just enough for her to break free, and activate her cloak.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 17

        

      

    

    
      Vancouver, Earth, Sol System

      Chaos, total chaos, was all Jacob was able to make out of the situation. The battle spilled over into the smoke-filled hallway as the HLF made tried to make their escape out of the suite and into the halls. Grace pulled Tom’s body back behind Jacob as he continued to fire his rifle toward Destiny and Jazz. Tom was alive, but badly injured, plasma burns thanks to Jazz ambushing him from his invisible state. Ken and Kasidey did what they could with their pistols from behind Jacob’s hulking body.

      Weapons’ fire came to a sudden stop, Jacob could hear the footsteps of his enemies move quickly and then the sound of an elevator door shut. Fuck. “Michei, HLF are escaping, can ya see ’em?” Jacob transmitted, but there was no response. Now that he thought about it, he hadn’t heard anything from Michei since he went after Dollon. Jacob began to send another transmission, this time toward space. “This is Sergeant Miles to the Winston Churchill, we may hav’ lost Michei, send in EVE.”

      If the HLF regroups with Dollon, they’ll teleport out and would be able to strike again. Jacob knew very well EVE would ensure that wouldn’t happen.

      “Copy that, Sergeant EVE is on her way,” the Winston Churchill officer reported back.

      Chloe’s voice transmitted to Jacob seconds later. “Miles, we just landed on the twenty-seventh floor with you. What’s your status?”

      “VIPs safe, Richards is down, possibly Michei too, HLF escaping.”

      He heard Chloe sigh and then say, “Fuck, let’s get the VIPs to safety and regroup.”

      “EVE is coming to us now in a transport.”

      And about to display why the UNE wants to replace psionics with androids.
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* * *

      Chris began to breathe deeply as he knew Veloshira was stalking him from the shadows. She may not be truly invisible, but between the darkness, blurry vision, and droplets of blood dripping down from his eyelids, she might as well be. The only advantage he had now was the fact that she insisted on attacking him with daggers, daggers that were no longer in her hands. Come at me! he thought as he slowly sidestepped around. His request was granted; just not with the person he expected.

      Dollon’s body quickly floated outside the shattered window, his telekinetic grip took hold of Chris and tossed him out the window like a rag doll. His spiraling body couldn’t tell what was up or down, left or right. The only thing he knew was that the ground was getting closer and he had no shields and very little power left in his suit to reduce his mass for a long time.

      That little power would have to do—about ten seconds’ worth to be exact. Timing was key now. If he used it too early, he’d return to his normal mass and begin to fall again; too late, and he’d be painting the sidewalks with his blood and plastered organs. Chris heard the sounds of people screaming below, probably at his plummeting body. If he was close enough to hear them, then he was damn close to the ground. He commanded his protect suit to reduce his mass with what little power was left, and he became light as a feather instantly for ten seconds exactly before returning to his normal mass and face-planting on the sidewalk—Alive, with everything intact.

      He saw with his limited vision frightened people and confused police officers whisking them away, while another group of officers took cover behind their cars, exchanging gunfire with someone who was holed up inside the lobby of the condo. HLF—they must have broken through.
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* * *

      A cop dove back behind cover as the bullets from Destiny’s rifle ripped through the air towards him. Both Jazz and Destiny hunkered down behind a security desk, while Vuyin and Tetsuya hid in the stationary elevator, periodically peeking out to lay down some supporting weapons’ fire. Jazz lost track of how many police and SWAT officers were outside.

      “The fuck is taking Dollon so long?” asked Jazz.

      “That mind shield influence is wider than we thought, the best he can do is jump port himself and Veloshira across the road!” Destiny replied.

      As nice as it would be for the cops to focus on someone else, losing Dollon or Veloshira wasn’t part of the plan. Someone needed to take the heat off everyone. It was the only way for them to regroup and escape. If Onatiasha was here, she would have walked right out there with her shield raised while everyone took cover behind her; bullets didn’t do much to her. And then Jazz remembered about his current state.

      “Unless,” he murmured.

      “What are you doing?” Destiny asked as Jazz’s body vanished from sight.

      “In the words of my generation,” Jazz said, “fuck tha police.” Hannah shot Jazz in the head twice and he didn’t die. Fast healing, body armor, medical systems, and stealth? He questioned why he took cover in the first place. It wasn’t necessary for him, especially with the weapons these guys were using. “Tell Dollon to pick us up now,” he told Destiny, and then he ran outside into the chaos.

      Jazz exited his cloaked state with his plasma katana glowing green and unleashed a cyclone of strikes towards the imposing police. One by one, they retreated after taking note that Jazz wasn’t dead despite sixty or so bullets hitting him. He saw a spacious bullet hole through his left hand quickly seal up and morph into a circular scar. The pain was…intense even though his suit’s medical systems were injecting him with powerful painkillers. Even so, he held his ground and savagely swung his blade, forcing them to back off like a people fleeing from a rampant tornado.

      Blue light appeared behind him from across the street. It was Dollon with Veloshira in tow. About fucking time, he thought as two white fireballs launched past Jazz, exploding on impact against the SWAT team’s vehicles. Jazz’s swiss-cheesed body slowly limped back toward Dollon, while Destiny, Vuyin, and Tetsuya did the same. Jazz made it about halfway toward him before he felt what little strength he had left in his body slip away, and he collapsed.

      The last thing Jazz saw as he fell to the ground was a UNE transport ship silently maneuver itself to hover above Veloshira and Destiny’s team. Everything to him became blurry shortly afterward.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Jazz!” Destiny cried out to her collapsed old friend.

      Both Destiny and Veloshira moved with a sense of urgency toward Jazz, it was only a matter of time before the cops got back into action. How Jazz survived as long as he did, taking a thrashing like that was unknown to her. Part of her wanted to leave him; he was a casualty of war, an unfortunate one. Her instincts, however, said he was still alive, somehow, someway.

      “Oh, fucking hell!” Destiny heard Tetsuya scream from behind.

      She stopped to see what had got Tetsuya fired up. A UNE transport ship silently flew above them. Its main entrance door was wide open as a woman wearing full body armor leaped out, landing right on top of Dollon. The impact shattered his shields and sent him crashing to the ground much like Jazz. A dart-shaped object exited from the palm of the woman’s hand as she aimed it toward the back of Dollon’s head. Destiny looked at what happened horrified as the dart quickly drilled a hole through her husband’s head and entered.

      Vuyin attempted to intervene and paid the price. The woman’s fist crashed across his face so hard his head twisted backward while his skull caved in, crushing his brain. Destiny’s and Tetsuya’s rifles exploded with an onslaught of bullets; however, the woman’s shields held and ripped with its usual azure grace. Veloshira’s plasma rifle joined in afterward as she secured Jazz off the ground.

      The strange part? The woman made no attempt to run for cover, and Destiny could see why. Two eRifles unloading everything they had, one of them being in extremely close range plus a plasma rifle and her shields still held up. Tetsuya ceased his assault and slowly backed away, toward Destiny and Veloshira. Destiny, however, kept on firing; she couldn’t stop, not while her husband lay lifeless before that woman’s feet.

      “Please discontinue your attacks and surrender,” the woman finally said.

      After coughing up a river of blood, Jazz regained consciousness. He rose to his feet with a confused look on his face after taking in the sight of the strange woman who got shot at with a seemingly endless supply of power to her shields. “Who…the fuck is that?”

      “Looks like a fucking robot...” Destiny shouted.

      “Correction, my name is Electronic Versatile Entity, or EVE for short,” the woman said. “This will be your final warning from me. Please surrender, and I promise you will experience a short and painless interrogation.”

      Like a zombie rising from the dead, Dollon’s body became animated and ascended to the skies a meter below the hovering UNE transport. Only, he wasn’t the same. His head was still slumped over, yet his arms extended forward, and the cybernetics on his arms began to glow orange. “Oh, my fucking god,” Destiny whispered.

      “Brainjacked,” Jazz said. “He’s been brainjacked. As of now, he ain’t on our side.”

      The four ran toward the burning police vehicles. Dollon’s brainjacked body shot several white fireballs toward them, adding to the heat and flames that slowly began to consume the streets. The rainwater on the ground hissed and rapidly turned into steam following the explosions. Two overturned police hover bikes caught Destiny’s attention. Tetsuya and Veloshira on one, she and Jazz on the other she figured, while directing everyone else’s attention to their new means of escape from Vancouver.
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* * *

      “Impressive, eh?” Jacob said to Chloe.

      Chloe, Sarah, Jacob, and Grace watched Jazz and his newfound friends struggle to deal with EVE’s unexpected surprise attack.

      “You brainjacked him,” Sarah muttered.

      “Not just any brainjack, brainjack two point oh,” said Grace. “Radiance-invented, human-enhanced. EVE’s quantum computing allows her to control a brainjacked psionic with ease. It is unlike normal brainjack devices where you have a soldier fiddling around with the display trying to control the psionic. With this, EVE can still perform her duties in the field and control her brainjacked target with little to no risk to human lives. She gets blown up by a psionic? We’ll build a new one. Best part is she can control up to ten psionics simultaneously.”

      Chloe quickly began to understand why EVE was to be the replacement of psionics. The UNE wouldn’t need to bring psionics into combat; they’d just control enemy ones and turn them on their friends, all while removing them from the playing field.

      Sarah’s index finger pointed toward two police hover bikes fleeing away from the action. None of the riders wore a police uniform. “Looks like they’re getting away!”

      “EVE, swing the transport over to us and pursue our HLF friends,” Jacob transmitted to the android.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Trans-Canada highway, Vancouver, Earth, Sol System

      Two police hover bikes zipped through the evening traffic in a chaotic manner, leaving in their wake a large number of vehicle collisions, terrorized commuters, and confused pedestrians…and a UNE transport quickly closing the wide gap between them. Destiny and Tetsuya were at the controls on their respective bikes while Jazz held on to Destiny in the back seat of her bike, while Veloshira did the same on the bike Tetsuya rode.

      Jazz felt the wind and rainwater blow across the sides of his face, generated by the insane speeds they were traveling at. Buildings and other vehicles came into sight as quickly as they came out of sight. Before he knew it, their getaway had led them to the trans-Canada highway, heading eastward. Destiny continued to force the bike to perform a variety of deadly stunts, cutting off other cars and driving extremely close to other vehicles. A truck nearly flipped over as its brakes slammed hard to avoid hitting the two fleeing bikes.

      Jazz’s head turned back, curious to see the aftermath of the newly formed traffic accident Destiny created. What he ended up looking at took his eyes off the highway behind him, and the skies above. The UNE transport was close, very close. He was able to see the face of the pilot through its forward windshield as its slide entrance door was wide open.

      Two figures slipped out from the moving transport. One was Dollon’s lifeless and now brainjacked body, hovering in the air alongside the transport. The other landed on the highway below, like some kind of damn superhero making a grand entrance. It was EVE. The mechanized joints within her neck pivoted her head toward her targets. Seconds later, EVE rose and began to run toward the two fleeing hover bikes. Her movements were precise, avoiding all cars around her, leaping over crashed vehicles—her speed was incredible. She was running faster than everything on the highway; her legs and arms appeared as a blur to Jazz as he looked back with a dreadful gaze not knowing who the bigger threat was—the marathon-running android or its brainjacked psionic who rose higher in the skies with orange glowing arms. Another fire shower was approaching.

      “Whigli, change of plans,” Destiny yelled into her communication device. “We’re going to need an emergency teleport out of here.”

      “You can’t be serious!” Whigli’s voice replied.

      “You’re the only combat-ready psionic we got left, and you’ll be stepping into a hot zone.”

      “I’ll do what I can, but I’m still a tad sore.”

      Jazz rose slightly and yelled into Destiny’s communication device, interrupting their talk. “Hurry, man, or I won’t live long enough to tell you more about Chidorli.”

      “On my way,” Whigli’s voice replied shortly afterward.

      It was another lie on Jazz’s part, but it was needed. It got Whigli’s ass out of bed and his head focused on the critical task. If Jazz was going to be successful here on Earth, he was going to need all the help he could get from people he trusted, and those people needed to be working with clear heads. Lying about Chidorli was a necessary evil.

      “Destiny!” Jazz called out to her after the communication ended. “Imma bout to do something real stupid, again.”
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* * *

      “This is getting a bit risky,” Chloe said as she looked down at the sheer number of cars and trucks populating the busy highway.

      Androids and brainjacked psionics during a battle had its uses, but using them in a highly populated civilian area like a highway? The rules of combat on Earth must have changed quite a bit since she was gone. She got up from her seat within the UNE transport, and moving her body toward the open door that EVE had jumped out of, she saw Jazz’s plasma rifle erupt multiple bolts of plasma toward the advancing android.

      Most shots missed, creating small burning craters on the pavement where they landed. It was about this time most people driving took notice of the real danger that was near them. Several drivers, in a panic, scurried off to the sides, a few others slammed on the brakes, especially those who came close to colliding with Jazz’s plasma rifle’s gifts.

      EVE adjusted her course with ease, sidestepping idle cars and straight-up jumping over others. A small opening in the traffic ahead allowed the two fleeing bikes to slip through, putting more distance between them and EVE. Chloe saw that Jazz was no longer on any of the escaping bikes. He stood on top of an enormous tractor trailer of a truck, its driver clearly oblivious to the danger going on behind him.

      Jazz slipped away into his cloaked state.

      She grimaced and ran toward the front of the transport, her finger cocked toward the truck in question and yelled, “Bring us above that!”

      “Somethin’ wrong, Major?” Jacob asked from behind Chloe.

      “Johnson’s gone into stealth on top of that truck,” Chloe replied as the transport repositioned itself to fly above the moving truck. “I’m going to have a word with him.”

      She hurried back toward the open door of the transport. Down below Chloe saw the back end of the truck’s trailer and the road of the highway itself moving. Without a second thought, she leaped out of the transport, the mass of her body reduced, allowing her body to sink down toward the action below.

      Her body fell down perfectly straight and slowly with her rifle in hand as if she had taken a dive into the deep end of a swimming pool. Chloe’s mass returned to normal as her feet made contact with the metallic surface of the top rear end of the tractor trailer. A breathtaking view of the nighttime Vancouver skyline could be seen in the distance, a view she’d have to put on hold for later. For now, an invisible old “friend” was somewhere in front of her.

      Her thermal vision once again activated, turned the images in front of her into blue-and-orange blotches of color. Jazz’s thermal signature revealed his presence. He stood at the side of the tractor trailer, his head turned toward EVE as she was about to run past the truck. One of his hands held a large disk-shaped object; he was waiting for EVE to get close enough to throw it and unaware that Chloe was here. One of the many benefits of being able to freely reduce your mass is that your footsteps make very little noise.

      She briefly considered putting him down right then, but he had helped her deal with that Hashmedai commander aboard the command ship years ago. As much as she didn’t like him, his friends, or his objectives, she wouldn’t be alive today without his help. Chloe’s rifle rose toward his head, and three warning shots left her rifle, missing Jazz’s head by inches. It got his attention, prompting him to form a defensive stance with his plasma katana now glowing green with its superheated energy. His cloak, now deactivated, revealed his black trench coat, blowing in the air much like Chloe’s brown hair. Both of them were ready for a fight.

      Jazz was surprised to see her and paused for a moment, staring Chloe down as she held her rifle toward him. Made sense—like Chloe, Jazz probably thought she would never make it off the command ship before it was nuked.

      “You,” Jazz finally said.

      “Nice to see you too, Johnson,” said Chloe.

      “Came here to finish what we started at Cedars-Sinai?”

      “I won that fight, but if you want to get your ass beat by a woman again. Be my guest,” Chloe said. “I see your alien masters have upgraded you.”

      He grinned. “Speak for yourself.”

      “At last, we have found you Emelia,” a female voice said from behind Chloe.

      Goddamn it, not now! Stay focused!

      Jazz took advantage of her dismayed state and fired a dozen shots from his plasma rifle. None of the heated bolts of plasma hit Chloe; rather, they shot upward, wreaking havoc on the shields of her transport as it hovered above the two. He leaped away, landing on top of a nearby car of an unsuspecting driver.

      “You guys all right?” Chloe transmitted.

      “We’re fine, but tha’ plasma hit us hard. Shields took a whopper of a hit,” Jacob replied over her communicator.

      Chloe peeked down toward where Jazz escaped; her thermal vision saw nothing out of the ordinary—that is, until she saw the door to the truck they stood on top of swing open. The driver of the truck was tossed screaming in fear as his body smashed onto the highway outside. This was Jazz’s doing; it had to be. He was hijacking the truck.
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* * *

      A pileup of cars and trucks caused Destiny along with Tetsuya to stop their escape. The roadway leading to the rest of the highway was blocked, as vehicle upon vehicle was stacked up high on top of one another. Destiny looked upward as another car hovered above the pileup; telekinesis was in use. Dollon’s brainjacked body floated in the distance, while the passengers from the cars used to build the makeshift blockade fled away, screaming.

      “Well…fuck,” Tetsuya said, gawking at the wall of cars.

      Destiny about-faced toward the traffic they had just passed before hitting the blockade. A number of cars came to a stop with their operators and passengers fleeing in the same manner as everyone else. EVE calmly walked past the fleeing people toward Destiny, Tetsuya, and an invisible Veloshira.

      Destiny shut her eyes briefly and took a few deep breaths. There were too many emotions clouding her thoughts, hampering her ability to make a judgment call on the situation. Her zombie husband above, the android controlling his body, and now their escape route blocked. And Jazz, what became of him?

      “Aw fuck!” she yelled. Get you head together, Rina, survival first. “Tetsuya, keep moving!” If Dollon’s controlled mind got hold of him or her by remaining still too long, it’s over.

      EVE stepped closer and calmly spoke. “This will be your final warning, please surrender.”

      “Shut the fuck up!” Destiny exclaimed as her eRifle sprayed bullets against EVE’s shields.

      Tetsuya’s rifle did the same all the while the two remained mobile with what limited movement space they had. Neither of them was flung into the skies—good sign—Dollon couldn’t get a lock on them. Now the hard part began, as expected, EVE commanded Dollon to drop bursts of white fireballs down toward the two of them since telekinesis was not an option.

      Tetsuya and Destiny’s feet continued to move them out of harm’s way as bright exploding fireballs impacting the road blinded their sight. Their shields took a few hits from the searing heat that erupted from the flames. Heat waves blurred Destiny’s vision; she didn’t realize how close EVE had gotten to the two of them, nor did she realize that EVE triggered one of Veloshira’s mines. A stasis net held EVE perfectly still, but not her processing powers, as Dollon’s possessed body continued to float and shoot hellfire toward them.

      “Tetsuya, on me!” Destiny ordered as she ran next to EVE.

      Tetsuya complied and ran over while white flames exploded behind him with every footstep. One meter to go, she thought. Whether he would make it was another story. The heat from the fire was slamming into his back. The resulting violent explosions caused heavy ripples of blue to flow across his shields. Destiny moved her body behind EVE as Tetsuya got into position to do the same.

      All Destiny saw next were flames and burning pieces of the roadway debris shooting upward. Tetsuya’s and her shields shattered as the chaos encircled them along with EVE’s. The hellfire barrage instantly stopped, and EVE knew she was putting herself at risk by ordering Dollon to continue. Destiny considered her next move. She and Tetsuya had lost their shield, but so had EVE. A quick bullet to the head was all it would take to end this. Who would be the one taking the bullet was the question that needed to be answered—EVE or Dollon.
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* * *

      A sharp and sudden turn of the truck caused it and the tractor trailer it was hauling to jackknife. Vehicles next it slammed on their brakes, adding to the pileup of cars. The force of the jackknifing truck launched Chloe into the air and into the chaotic roadway ahead. The mass reduction field of her suit kicked in just in time, reducing the impact of her fall as she tumbled uncontrollably across the pavement.

      “Major!”

      “Uh, I’m fine,” Chloe transmitted back to the transport. “Get out of here; regroup with EVE. This is just a distraction!”

      “Chloe.”

      “Don’t let those terrorists escape!” she said while extending her rifle forward. “I got this.”

      There were still no signs of Jazz’s thermal signature as Chloe scanned the area. Only fleeing commuters could be seen as they ran in the opposite direction of the traffic. Rainwater continued to pour down, repelling off Chloe’s shields as she stood holding her rifle with a heightened sense of awareness.

      Jazz’s cloak shut down and slashed his plasma katana across Chloe’s shields. She spun to counter, and he did the same, always keeping his body away from her direct line of sight while his blade chipped away at her shield power. Her shields shattered seconds later as his hands rapidly stowed his blade away and then reached for her rifle. A tug of war between the two ensued, Chloe using all her strength to keep her weapon in her hands, and Jazz using all of his to disarm the former US marine.

      He pulled and pulled, but as much as Chloe tried to fight back, he was too strong. Jazz spun while still holding on to the barrel of the rifle, and the force caused Chloe to be flung along with it. Her back crashed into the side of a car. She kneed him hard in the gut, the force from the hit knocked him backward just enough for her to regain dominance of her weapon. Not that it mattered, as a well-timed kick from Jazz sent the rifle out of her hands away from the two. Close-quarters combat it is, she thought, as her hand pulled out a long-bladed combat dagger from a slot on the side of her armored leg.

      Round two it is... bitch, she thought.
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* * *

      A blue streak of light carried Dollon from the skies to a stop directly behind Destiny and Tetsuya; they both began to rise instantly afterward. Telekinesis was at work as their idle stance behind EVE made them a target. Unable to move, unable to shoot, unable to breathe, EVE commanded Dollon to hold them high in the air, his glowing orange cybernetic arm raised upward. The white fireball that will shoot out from it will be fully charged unlike the quick charged ones from earlier.

      Destiny looked down at the face of her husband, Dollon, a face of a man being controlled. Whatever bit of life was left in him started to show. There was sadness in his eyes, terror in his face, and his mouth wanted to scream, “Please stop this!” He was seconds away from vaporizing his wife and friend with one shot.

      Veloshira’s translucent body stepped out from the shadows, her glowing plasma daggers plunged toward the back of Dollon’s psionic shields, creating an astounding display of green and purple lights which collided against each other. Veloshira’s combo of strikes were enough for Dollon’s grip to loosen, and the glow from his arm to cease. His psionic strength all went toward powering his shields rather than finishing off Destiny and Tetsuya as they fell down from the skies. Veloshira’s savagery continued, resulting in Dollon’s jump port carrying his body back to the skies via a blue streak of light. Veloshira countered, holstering her daggers and unholstering her plasma rifle that continued the flashy show of combat, green flashes, and purple ripples, until his psionic shield shattered.

      Destiny watched the action unfold as her sore body rose from the ground. The speed at which a Hashmedai moved was absolutely mind-blowing, despite having witnessed it an uncountable number of times. EVE broke free from her stasis net and charged toward Veloshira before the assassin could finish off her husband. Destiny was conflicted, happy to see her husband not get vaporized, yet upset that he was still a threat.

      Veloshira’s Hashmedai swiftness forced her body to spin and face EVE as the android’s fist hurled toward her at incredible speed. Veloshira’s footwork placed her behind EVE, and then her nimble hands once again possessed a pair of plasma daggers that made sure EVE would never throw a punch again. Two severed android arms hit the ground, sending electric sparks out from the shoulders were EVE’s arms were once connected.

      Veloshira hesitated, petrified at learning that EVE wasn’t human—thus giving the android an advantage; she didn’t need arms to fight. A turn and a swift roundhouse kick pushed Veloshira ten feet backward. Her plasma rifle fell to the ground during her massive knock back. All the while, Dollon’s floating body once again began to conjure a white fireball. One of the two adversaries needed to go, and it needed to happen now. Veloshira’s two daggers left her hands, and spun rapidly toward EVE. One blade sunk into EVE’s chest, while the other landed between her eyes. EVE staggered and collapsed.

      But the nightmare wasn’t over.

      Dollon was still possessed; EVE’s processor was still partly active.
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* * *

      Both Jazz and Chloe continued the conflict among the abandoned and mangled cars. Chloe’s mass-reduced body in combination with her suit’s jets made it relatively easy to avoid every slash from Jazz’s plasma augmented blade. She merely leaped backward two meters each time he got too close. Chloe was slowly inching her way toward her rifle that rested in a growing puddle of rainwater.

      Jazz stepped up his aggression after realizing the mistake he made; he started to charge toward Chloe, ready to tackle her if necessary to prevent her from rearming herself. Her bullets posed no threat to his life, but they were still capable of putting him out for a few minutes, long enough to get captured, or worse. The dagger she held was long enough to cut his head off if she was bold enough to go that far. Shooting her with his rifle was out of the question; he needed to conserve power in case of a long-term cloak. Even using the katana was risky in terms of power drain at this point.

      Their bodies slammed into each other as she was about to reach for her weapon. The brawl entered the second round, a wrestling bout on the roadway, rolling around with each other, splashing in and out of puddles in the process. Chloe ended up on top as their rolling ended, she held her dagger high up, ready to plunge it down into Jazz’s face.

      An eerie feeling gripped tightly around Chloe’s mind, so tight she felt her limbs, hands, feet, and her whole body become numb. She couldn’t move, only think. Jazz found himself in a similar spot; it was as if someone hit pause on their lives.

      The two of them saw the surrounding highway melt away. The highway, the Vancouver skyline, everything—all of it replaced with the dark expanse of space. Except for Chloe and Jazz, they remained in their battle stance, hovering, unaffected by the newfound environment.

      A woman appeared behind Jazz, her appearance was similar to the Hashmedaian princess, just more humanlike, and she spoke softly toward Chloe. “Aviuheart.”

      Aviuheart, the woman in question, moved away from Chloe. From the corner of her eye, if Chloe didn’t know any better, it looked more like she was inside Chloe and crawled out of her as if her body was some kind of vessel.

      “You switched hosts,” said Aviuheart.

      “As did you, my sister,” replied Emelia.

      “It was necessary,” said Aviuheart. “The Chloe had the will, the drive needed to get this close to your new host.”

      “And it was necessary for me to take this human male as my host,” Emelia said, looking at Jazz from head to toe. “He is…different, stronger than the Kroshka, my former host.”

      “The Kroshka is necessary,” Aviuheart said.

      “Yes, and will remain so. The Jazz however, he can travel to places the Kroshka cannot. The Jazz is important to the seer as well. He’s known her since she was a child; he will protect her until she completes her tasks.”

      “I see.”

      “Return to your previous host, and inform Nivrui I have the matter under control. The Jazz will succeed.”

      “The Jazz has antagonists; the Jazz will need assistance,” Aviuheart said. “I shall remain here; The Chloe will be my new host. She is stronger than the Ella, and more stable than the Gavin.”

      Emelia stared at Chloe in the same manner she had with Jazz seconds ago. “The Chloe wishes to walk a different path, one she doesn’t know of, one with the Fiesei. We will have to change it.”

      “It is done, then,” Aviuheart said. “I will heal the Chloe as you heal the Jazz.”

      “Yes, the seer is the key to the gates. We will unlock them. It is only a matter of time.”

      There was a bright flash of light. The paralyzing grip released its hold around Chloe and Jazz as they found themselves back in the AO, back in Vancouver, back on top of each other in the soaking rain shower. Only this time, neither of them wanted to fight, and somewhat regretted brawling in the first place.

      “What the fuck was that?” they both shouted at the same time.
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* * *

      Destiny saw Veloshira’s weakened body slowly get up from the ground. That kick must have done a number on her, she thought. If EVE’s link to Dollon could be severed, then he could break free, and there would be a chance he could recover. As much as Destiny wanted to hold on to that glimmer of hope, the situation she saw unfold before her revealed the awful truth.

      Tetsuya wasn’t moving, he was either dead or knocked out from the fall, Destiny was still struggling to get to her feet much like Veloshira. EVE, lying on the ground, needed to be shot up good in order to ensure her processor was damaged. There was no way Destiny or Veloshira would be able to get up in time, limp over to EVE, and finish her off. Even then, where exactly was EVE’s processor located? It could take them several minutes before they finally locate and destroy it.

      It was minutes they didn’t have. Dollon’s fireball would ensure that. The fireball was coming—and this time none of them could do anything that would result in Dollon’s life being saved along with theirs. Destiny’s trembling hands aimed her ePistol toward Dollon’s head.

      The trigger was pulled—three times.

      Her tears fell to the road like rain from the skies.
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      Imperial Palace, Paryo, Uemaesce System

      Crimson light from the morning sunrise on Paryo lit up Kroshka’s chambers while she bathed in frigid water. Her dripping wet head popped up from the water, as her long platinum-blond hair drifted to the top of the water’s surface. Two servants stood next to her private bathing area. One held a robe; the other held a towel and awaited their young princess to summon them as usual when she was finished. Today shall be…different, she thought as her head tilted toward the entrance.

      “You two,” she called out toward the loyal servants. “Please leave, take the rest of the day off. Inform the others to do the same.”

      “Let us dry your body at least.”

      “No, I will be fine today. Please leave the towel and robe where you stand,” Kroshka requested. “Visit your families today.”

      “You are too kind, Your Majesty,” one of the servants said with an elegant bow and then did exactly what was requested.

      She waited a few minutes longer, before exiting and brushed her slender arms across the top of the water, making rippling waves in the process. She then shut her eyes, and relaxed her body. This was the first time since she’d returned from Earth that she was able to bathe with nobody present. It was a strange concept at first, bathing alone. She had spent her whole life having at least one other person present while she bathed. It was typically servants standing outside or her mother joining her—oh, and that one time four years ago when she invited a male servant to join her when she had an itch.

      The time she spent on Earth, posing as human, however, forced her to bathe the way most humans did, alone. Jazz, after all, was hesitant to join her despite multiple requests from her to do so. She began to fantasize about what it would be like if Jazz showed up right now and dipped in with her. She imagined what his strong hands would feel like as they cupped her perky breasts as they lay in these waters together.

      Twenty-one years…she groaned and then climbed out of the tub. Her soaking wet body left behind a trail of water as she walked across the elaborate patterned tiles that led her to the exit of her bathing chamber. After drying her body off with the towel left by the servants, she placed the robe over her body and stood before a massive mirror that was located next to her canopy bed. She saw that her hair was still damp and uncombed; with the servants off, she’d have to handle styling her hair on her own. It wouldn’t look as elegant as it normally did; rather, it would resemble how it was back when she was living in Las Vegas, trying her best to blend in with the humans. A tactic she planned to perform today, blending in with the common folk below.

      Her hands removed the human-made skirt and top she wore during her escape from Earth. She had mended it, as it was damaged because of the combat situations she found herself in, namely being held hostage by Radiance and human soldiers, one of whom turned out to be a Celestial Order member…Xyniea. In fact, Xyniea was the one who did the most damage to her outfit, ripping the top open during a stern interrogation.

      Kroshka sat down on her comfortable bed while she interacted with a small computer on her nightstand. She sent a coded message to Eeladen, inviting him to her chamber as soon as possible. On that note, she reviewed the coded message Onatiasha sent her prior to her leaving the system. It included contact instructions as to where and how to meet her contact, Fahia. She didn’t like Eeladen, but she was going to need his assistance with her plan. She then reclined to rest on the bed. The front of her robe was still open, exposing her partially naked body. She paid no mind to it, it was relaxing, and she felt free both mentally and physically. It was fueling her confidence, confidence she was going to soon need to speak with Onatiasha’s contact, Fahia. Being nervous making contact with a mysterious person could throw away a year’s worth of work tracking down the Celestial Order. Besides, Eeladen wouldn’t be here for a while; she had plenty of time to get up and get changed.

      [image: ]
* * *

      An hour passed, and Kroshka was now dressed, wearing the skirt and blouse she had from Earth. Over that, she wore a matching dark-blue hooded cloak, which shrouded much of her face when she pulled it down as far as she could. Beneath that was her red gem pendant, the orb within the center of it as of late began to glow more, emitting white light, she hoped that the dark color of the cloak would block out the pendant’s glow, but there was still a little of bit of light escaping. She’ll have to keep her hands closer to her chest should someone gaze directly at her.

      Eeladen made his appearance at last, signaling the door chime to her chamber as he got there. “Enter,” she said, and the guardian stepped in with a puzzled look on his face as he looked down at Kroshka.

      “Forgive me, I did not realize that it was you,” Eeladen said.

      “That is a good thing; few people will take notice of me.”

      “What people?”

      Kroshka’s finger pointed toward her living room window, to be exact, to the city below. “We will be venturing out into the streets today,” she said.

      “Out of the question,” he interjected. “Y’lin, your mother. She will have me executed for doing such a thing, especially after the attack.”

      She crossed her arms, staring upward at the tall young man. “I am going out there. You are my guardian, and you will protect me. If something were to happen to me, it is you who shall be executed.”

      “Unless the empress is fine with this, I will not go.”

      “Eeladen,” she said softly. “Do not make me repeat myself. You have to come with me, and you will not speak of this to anyone, not even my mother.” Eeladen’s reply was silence. Kroshka then began to raise her voice. “Do not make me order you, because I will!”

      He sighed while rolling his eyes. “Where exactly do you wish to go?”

      “South Norit district,” she replied. “And leave your armor; you too need to blend in.”
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* * *

      Imperial Capital, Paryo, Uemaesce System

      Kroshka and Eeladen along with a psionic and three others materialized from a bolt of blue teleportation light into the South Norit district. Large cities on Paryo typically employed psionic teleporters whose sole job was to perform site-to-site teleportation to anyone who requested it. The capital city had twelve platforms like this. Three on the western edge; three on the east; one directly in the center, which also happened to be where the imperial palace was located; along with two locations north and two south. Commuting across the city was a matter of visiting the closest teleport platform, transporting to the closest platform to your destination, then utilizing whatever rapid transit trains were available in that sector. South Norit district naturally was located around the southeast teleportation platform.

      Eeladen, as requested, dressed like a civilian, leaving behind his combat armor and replacing it with a pair of black slacks, and a low-cut V-neck top that exposed a large section of his upper chest. His sword remained at his side however, along with his arm-mounted shield emitter. After all, his job was still to protect her from any shady people. Kroshka was armed as well; within her purse rested a small battery pack and Phylarlie’s dagger.

      They stepped away from the platform and entered the district’s central area, a marketplace full of the sounds of merchants in front of their products, offering them to those with good standing within the empire. Some merchants offered goods in exchange for other items or services; typically, people with lower standing within the empire had to barter with those people for food and supplies. There was a light dusting of snow on the stone and marble constructed ground; the wind carried some of it in the air from time to time as it gusted through, and some of it tickled across Kroshka’s exposed legs. It was a refreshing feeling to her.

      They proceeded past the marketplace, and all the while Kroshka couldn’t help but look intently at the many people who worked or came here to acquire what they needed. She felt like she was on an alien world…life in the palace versus elsewhere was indeed different. The feeling she had was familiar, like when she was on Earth. Yes, this is exactly how she felt when she first stepped foot into Istanbul, the first human city she visited.

      Memories of her, Onatiasha, and Akeia dressed like humans walking through the Grand Bazaar came back into her thoughts. So many people crammed into one area, buying and selling, the only difference was humans used currency. She remembered Onatiasha standing by her side in the same manner as Eeladen, dressed in plain clothes, but she kept a hidden sword and shield at her side just in case. All three of them wore shades to hide the fact that their iris color was different from that of humans. Akeia was gazing at some of the human women with lust burring in his eyes, much like how Kroshka peeked and smiled at some of the shirtless laborers here as they restocked some of the kiosks.

      If mother truly wanted her to take a Hashmedai partner, she should have brought someone like the common men out here into the palace to meet her. Strong, independent, they worked hard to make a living, not knowing what the future held for them, and they viewed a young attractive woman like Kroshka as a mate they would never be able to have. She wanted that type of man in her arms. She wanted to be a rare prize to be won. Men of noble houses? They were just not up for that. They expected everything to be given to them because of who they were.

      The two later entered a small eating area where tired shoppers took a break and drank soup—narmin wing soup by the smell of it. Its sweet and spicy aroma entered the noses of everyone who got close. This was a good sign; the person serving the soup should lead the way, if the information Onatiasha transmitted to her computer was correct. The challenging part began—getting in. Those who wished to enter had to scan their implant at the gates leading into the eatery. If your standing was good, the gates opened; otherwise, they remained locked, barring one from entering. Kroshka had no implant. She was royalty, after all. She got anything she wanted, and she rarely left the palace.

      She signaled for Eeladen to step forward and scan his implant to enter. His large arm rose toward the scanning device. Seconds later, a beep emitted, followed by a small holographic window displaying in the Hashmedai language that he and one guest were accepted. Among the many perks of having a high standing within the empire was the ability to have a guest come in without the need to scan.

      A line formed in which fifteen or so people waited to have soup served to them. Kroshka and Eeladen turned that number into seventeen or so. She saw that most of the tables were fully occupied, many with entire families sitting at them. Some people in this region didn’t have the equipment needed to cook or store food because of low standing, and so they relied on places like this for food.

      Minutes passed, and the line finally shrank enough for the two of them to be served. Three pots of warm soup were being poured to those who were ready to be served. Kroshka stepped up and made her request. “I will take narmin wing soup with extra yeli spices.”

      “We don’t have any yeli spices, sadly,” said the vendor.

      Kroshka leaned in closer and said. “Really? I was told you carried them here.”

      “Who told you?”

      “Iolysta did.”

      The soup vendor grinned at her and then said. “I see. Well, I’ll look into that. For now, take this.” A bowl of soup was poured and offered to Kroshka and then another to Eeladen.

      As they left with their meals in hand, a tall woman with black hair and pale skin, looked directly at the two, and waved her hand for them to join her at her table. As they sat down, the woman directly faced Kroshka and asked. “So you requested yeli spices?”

      “Among other things,” Kroshka replied with a grin.

      “I don’t recognize you,” the woman said while looking at Kroshka. She then stared at Eeladen in a similar manner. “Don’t recognize you, either. Are you new?”

      “A friend told me about you,” said Kroshka. “Fahia, I presume?”

      The woman nodded to her, then said. “Finish your soup and then meet me by the exit.” Fahia got up from her seat, and walked toward the entrance to wait.

      Kroshka’s hand guided her spoon into the bowl of soup, and eagerly awaited the chance to consume something that was made by a commoner rather than a carefully selected chef. Several spoons later, Eeladen broke his silence and asked. “What is going on?”

      Kroshka calmly spoke. “As I said earlier, mention this to no one, not even my mother.”
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      A stretcher carrying the motionless body of Psionic Za Michei rushed into the central infirmary aboard the ESV Winston Churchill. Unlike the main one located in the habitat ring, this one was found in the central section of the main fuselage of the ship in a zero-gravity environment. Since the habitat ring was separated from the rest of the ship via a lengthy elevator ride, use of the central infirmary was limited to emergencies, it being easier to access.

      Ella floated in seconds after Michei was transferred in. She wore a blue operation gown, gloves with a medial scanner in hand, and a puzzled look as the other doctors seemed to be clueless as what to do.

      “What happened?” Ella asked.

      ESV Winston Churchill’s chief of medicine, Dr. Gordon Pike, replied, “He fought another psionic down below.”

      Chris, who floated from behind and watched helplessly, added, “He was fine for a bit but then became unresponsive during the transport ride up.”

      “I was afraid something like this would happen,” Dr. Pike said.

      “What?” asked Ella as she passed her medial scanner over Michei’s battered body.

      “He’s a Rabuabin. We know nothing about their anatomy,” Pike said.

      “Seriously?”

      “Treating aliens wasn’t exactly covered in med school.”

      They need to update the programs; the humans living in Alpha Centauri are trained to work with all Radiance races. “That must be a real comfort to all the non-Linl psionics we have serving aboard our ships!” Ella gently brushed Pike aside, while continuing her scans of his body. A holographic window loaded in front of her, displaying Michei’s condition. “I’ll handle things from here, Doctor.”
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* * *

      Port Shala, Morutrin Prime, Morutrin System

      Loud, irritating music; drunk Linl and Hashmedai moving their bodies in a manner that was considered to be dancing; and bright flashing lights—Avearan hated this place. But it was the only place in the city where drinks were cheap, yet good. She may have had many credits at her disposal, but they weren’t unlimited; the less she spent, the better off she’d be in the future if she found herself needing to spend a lot of them at once.

      The atmosphere of the club was indeed an interesting one, Hashmedai and Linl not giving a damn about the difference between their species. A young Linl female and a Hashmedai male danced and grinned together like there was nothing wrong with it. An Aryile bartender, who was also a psionic, impressed a group of Hashmedai and Linl with her abilities to mix and serve drinks with her telekinetic gifts. Avearan didn’t pay too much attention to the performance. At the end of the day, it was an Aryile, a vile scaly creature, as far as she was concerned. She went so far as to speak with the Hashmedai bartender for her drinks, just so she could say that an Aryile didn’t serve her.

      Another drink went down her throat; they weren’t working as she had hoped. The chilling memories of that gem. Those women, switching bodies with human females—the drinks weren’t making her forget at all. Worst of all, Avearan still didn’t find a buyer for the gem; she was driving a hard bargain for it. It was powerful, after all, not your typical piece of jewelry; as much as she wanted to get rid of it quickly, she didn’t want to sell herself short.
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* * *

      Unknown to the rest of the crowd at the bustling club where Avearan sat and drank, Phylarlie stalked her target while in her psionically enhanced stealth mode. She considered her options: move in and make a quick kill? Easy, but with all these people, someone was going to try to intervene, in which case she’d have to kill him or her too, and then there’s the law enforcement in this area. While the Morutrin was mostly lawless, it had once been a region of space controlled by the old Linl government. Large cities like this were built back in those days, and Linl exiles who refused to join the Radiance Union did what they could to maintain the old Linl laws in places such as this. Simply put, assassination was considered to be murder; the Linl law enforcers didn’t care if the empire sanctioned it or not.

      The best way to kill someone out here was to drag him or her into a region of the planet or system where the law didn’t apply. Jazz and Veloshira took full advantage of that while living here. Phylarlie wasn’t the waiting type, not for an assignment like this. The longer she wasted time on this, the longer it would take her to track down Noylarlie’s current location. She had so much to say to her long-lost younger sister—and to apologize for.

      She shook her head, bringing her thoughts back into the situation at hand. Right, Avearan. Phylarlie’s hands wrapped around the hilts of her psionic daggers. If Avearan’s shields were down, she should be able to charge and sink the blades into her without having to exit her stealth state, thus avoiding identification. She made her approach toward the bar, doing everything she could to avoid coming into contact with partygoers. They may have been drunk, but one of them was bound to notice bumping into an invisible person on the dance floor.

      Avearan’s exposed back was toward Phylarlie. Before she began her assault, Phylarlie extended one finger out toward Avearan, a test to see if her shields were active.

      They were.

      Small purple ripples splashed out from where Phylarlie’s finger went in, causing Phylarlie to grit her fangs. Who the fuck has shields up while relaxing and drinking? How paranoid can you be? Avearan’s body instinctively spun on her stool toward Phylarlie’s general direction. She must have sensed her shields being poked, Phylarlie figured.

      Phylarlie quickly backpedaled seconds before Avearan’s hand reached out in front of her, hoping to touch an invisible person. Smart, very smart, Phylarlie thought as her silent footsteps sidestepped her toward her back once again while Avearan remained glaring at the space Phylarlie’s invisible body had just occupied. Phylarlie’s nimble hands raised her psionic twin daggers into the air, ready to make a downward stab and then began to channel her psionic mind toward her blades, causing them to heat up.

      She had no idea how much psionic power was going to be needed to break Avearan’s shields, or if she had enough to break through them with one thrust. Psionic shields were the worst to deal with; it all depended on how strong or weak the psionic you were fighting was. Phylarlie waited, and focused several seconds longer, gaining a full charge to her blades, and hoped it would be enough.

      Her cloak began to flicker; too much mental power was being transferred. She now found herself translucent in the same manner Jazz and Veloshira would be if they used a cloaking device; her psionics were being strained. She hoped that the flashing lights in the club would provide just enough of a distraction for people not to notice the distortion field around her body. She plunged her daggers down, just as Avearan’s body spun back around to her original spot, laying eyes on Phylarlie’s silhouette.

      Chaos ensued.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 19

        

      

    

    
      Noylarlie could only hear the sound of her heels tap against the floor as she walked through the throne room of the Hashmedai imperial palace. Not even the stream of water that flowed underneath the small bridge leading to the empress’ throne could be heard. Which brought to her attention another fact; Empress Y’lin was not on her throne…there was someone else. A human woman or perhaps Linl? No, had to be human. The black dress she wore gave it away. Linl don’t design clothing like that, only humans.

      Noylarlie’s legs carried her closer to the throne, curious as to why a human was sitting on it. As she got closer, the human woman looked forward, making direct eye contact with Noylarlie. The woman’s hands rose, slicking back her long black hair, then she spoke in the Hashmedai language. “Noylarlie, it’s been so long.” The woman’s hands left the top of her head and lowered to flaunt her appearance and womanly figure. “What do you think? I’m all grown up now.”

      Noylarlie stopped her walk. Her red eyes shifted, examining the woman more closely, comparing her to the many people she’d seen in the past. All grown up, which means she was a child when we last saw each other. Noylarlie began to think, a child, a human child—when did she ever encounter one? Never, not officially. After all, she hadn’t been to Earth. In fact, last time she checked, she was on course to head to—

      This was a dream.

      This was Hannah, the human girl from those dreams.

      “Hannah,” Noylarlie finally said.

      “Aww, you remembered my name! Splendid!”

      “What do you want?”

      “Come play with us, Noylarlie. Chloe and Jazz are here,” Hannah said with jubilation. “Danyal is all grown up as well, and quite handsome, if you ask me.”

      The human soldiers, Chloe and Jake—or Jazz, as he’s often referred to—as Noylarlie remembered them from past dreams, but Danyal? That was a new name. “Who is Danyal?”

      “You will meet him soon enough, when you visit the Middle East.” She winked at Noylarlie. “Oh, and do watch out for the orbital defense platform around Earth. They are programmed to target and shoot Hashmedaian ships on sight. Jazz got lucky with his ship; he entered directly into Earth’s atmosphere from his space bridge jump.”
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* * *

      Crimson Arrow, En Route to Earth, Sol System

      Noylarlie’s eyes shot open. She was back aboard the Crimson Arrow. Her weightless body was comfortably slouched over in her chair in the cockpit as locks of her black hair floated in front of her face, obscuring her view of the tiny blue sphere in space from the forward windshield of the ship.

      “So there I was, surrounded by two Hashmedai warriors when the gods sent me the greatest care package ever.” It was Parcisei. Noylarlie quickly remembered the flow of events, Parcisei rambling about some story to pass the time until they reached Earth. Boring stories at that; they put her to sleep. “Hey, Noylarlie, are you listening? I’m getting to the best part here!”

      Noylarlie sat up straight again, and her hands brushed back her free-floating hair from her face. Parcisei’s mouth continued his tale, something about Fahia saving his life. None of it was her concern. She fell asleep at the helm. The space bridge put them just outside the star system that held Earth and its newly formed human battleships. Her psionic mind merged with the Crimson Arrow’s computer systems, and she started to review every bit of sensor data she missed during the slumber. Nothing new to report, according to the logs. Good, she thought, and she began to scan the region of space around them with her gifts. Detecting the presence of ships with psionics was much faster than relying on ship sensors that traveled at the speed of light.

      Her mind sensed nothing close enough to be a threat, though two human battleships made a slight course change, a change that could lead them directly to the Crimson Arrow. She kept her eye on the ships in question—rather her mind on them—as the Crimson Arrow propelled forward at sub-light speeds toward Earth, the blue dot that became larger and larger with each passing hour.
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* * *

      Dasht-e Kavir Crater Prison, Earth, Sol System

      Danyal Aksoy frowned as his dark-red eyes saw the contents of his meal tray: Halal chicken and vegetables. The chicken was fine, though he was getting sick of eating it all the time. The vegetables however? They tended to upset his stomach; his Hashmedai half didn’t like it, while his human half made it possible for him to digest it in the first place. He sat down at his cafeteria table alongside his fellow cellmate, Mustafa Farhadi.

      Danyal was half-human, half-Hashmedai, and he bore features from both races. His eyes were dark red, and glowed only when it was pitch black; even then, it was a faint glow. His hair was soft like his Turkish mother’s, dark silver along with his goatee. He wasn’t very tall, five six. Neither his human mother nor Hashmedaian father was tall, either. Ironically, those two numbers together make the age number he will be when he is expected to be released from prison—fifty-six years old—thirty-four more years to go. Sadly, his friend Mustafa probably won’t live long enough to see that day. Danyal wasn’t quite sure of Mustafa’s age, but he was old enough to struggle to sit down or get up at times, and he wore a long gray sage-like beard.

      The cafeteria quickly started to fill as other inmates came in for their meals. Most of them were human, as indicated by their orange jumpsuits, Hashmedai were forced to wear red jumpsuits. Danyal was only able to see six or seven other red suits, not counting the one he was forced to wear.

      “My friend, you must eat before it gets cold,” Mustafa said, snapping Danyal’s attention back to his source of nourishment in front of him.

      “Yeah, yeah,” Danyal grumbled as he attacked his protein with a fork. The meat was tough to pierce and had a dry flat taste to it.

      “So are you going to tell me a story today for a change?”

      “Eh?”

      “I’ve told you many, many stories, my friend. You must have a few interesting ones from a time when you weren’t locked away here.”

      “I got nothing.”

      “Nothing at all? No wife? Children?”

      “Nobody would want to deal with a half-breed like me, so no,” Danyal said, and he shoveled another piece of tough meat into his mouth.

      “That’s not true; you must not say things like that. If my daughter were here, she would have followed you everywhere,” Mustafa said. “Half-breed or not.”

      Amazement filled Danyal’s voice as he asked. “You had a kid?”

      Mustafa chuckled, then said. “I’ll tell you about her, if you tell me more about yourself!”
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      A large pair of sliding doors allowed Chloe to float into the Winston Churchill’s engine room located at the aft end of the ship. It was a hefty-sized chamber spanning five decks, each one linked together by small lifts that carried crew members to their stations. An oversize reactor shimmed from green to blue to green again, silently supplying the Winston Churchill with its energy needs. The zero-g environment resulted in most of the crew hovering next to or above their areas of expertise, be it monitoring shipwide systems or performing maintenance. And in the case of CPO Shanuka Weerasinghe, floating before EVE’s body as it stood upright in her recharge and maintenance cabinet.

      Chief Weerasinghe was young compared to his colleagues. His black hair was slicked back and shined under the ship’s lighting. He wore an orange engineering jumpsuit, which comfortably covered his brown skin. A holo pad floated next to him, displaying EVE’s status, while a second floating holo pad listed maintenance reports and repair requests from all over the ship.

      Chloe floated over as the chief engineer held his weightless tools to attach one of EVE’s replacement arms. Sparks sprayed outward as his tool began to stitch together the mechanical components from the replacement arm to EVE’s body. As the sparks stopped, Weerasinghe spun his floating body around, and extended one hand out to grab one of the several floating tools orbiting him. He stopped as he took notice of Chloe watching.

      “Ah, Major, sorry. I didn’t see you there,” he said while raising his welders shield mask away from his face.

      “It’s all right, Chief. I was checking on EVE, wanted to make sure she was OK.”

      “Your concerns for my well-being are unnecessary, Major,” EVE said.

      Chloe was relieved to see the android was able to function after the thrashing she took.

      “My memory is stored within the systems of the Winston Churchill as well as this unit. Furthermore, you must remember that I am a machine and can easily be replaced.”

      Don’t say that. You’re part of the crew, as far as I’m concerned, Chloe thought.

      “The fuck you can,” Weerasinghe said to EVE. “Do you have any idea how much it cost to build you?”

      “Thirty-two million Earth credits to be exact, Chief,” EVE said.

      “Exactly the reason why we don’t have an army of you to replace all human soldiers—costs way too much,” he said.

      “Opposed to the cost of human lives on the battlefield?” Chloe cut in.

      “Well uh.”

      Gotcha, “Don’t worry about it,” Chloe assured him. “How long before she’s operational?”

      “About another sixteen hours.”

      “Correction, Chief, eighteen hours,” EVE said.

      “EVE, you said sixteen was the estimated time five minutes ago.”

      “That was before Major Vaughan entered. Productivity has dropped significantly since she began to speak.”

      Chloe chuckled and said. “I should go; I got a debriefing to head to anyway.” Her hand extended outward, giving Weerasinghe a pat on the shoulder. “Nice meeting you, Chief.”

      Holding on to a handle on the wall, Chloe pulled her body back toward the sliding doors that she had entered. She stopped suddenly as EVE called out to her. “Fascinating, my memory must be suffering from an error. Major Vaughan does not have plasma burn scars on her back.”

      Chloe was shot in the back by small plasma arms fire several times during the invasion of Earth. A few of those blasts left some nasty burn scars across her back. “Hold up, how did you know about those?” Chloe asked, spinning her body back toward EVE.

      “I scan the physical condition of every person who boards this ship. You do not possess any scarring, yet my databanks from your first scan says otherwise.”

      “I do have scars. Perhaps your scanner is not working right.” And maybe it should stay that way, body scanning and recording the data is creepy as fuck.

      “I’ll look into that when I’m done with her body’s repairs, Major,” Weerasinghe said.
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* * *

      Chloe’s body swam through the weightlessness in the Winston Churchill briefing room to take a seat at the table. Her body brushed past Ken as his hand reached out to tap her arm. “Thanks for the assist, mate,” he said.

      “Don’t sweat it,” Chloe said, stopping her glide briefly.

      She then propelled forward, joining the rest of the people in attendance at the debriefing, including Jacob, Grace, Sarah, Xavier, Ken, and Kasidey. Chris, Tom and Michei were still being checked out in the infirmary for the wounds they suffered. The debriefing started with a rundown of what happened. Xavier’s face remained unchanged the whole time, even after learning of the massive damage done to EVE. Real questions got asked later on.

      The biggest one had been on Chloe’s mind since the start of the operation: “Any idea why they were after you two?”

      “They were after the files on our computer,” Ken said. “We did some digging after those two assassins showed up.”

      “What he means to say is we hacked into Radiance databases to access locked-away Whisper files,” Kasidey interjected.

      Xavier’s expression changed to a more fascinated look with a raised eyebrow. “What did you find?” he asked.

      “Flags mostly—a list of names of people flagged to have encountered or be associated with a group of heretics called the Celestial Order,” explained Ken.

      Heretics, Celestial Order—Chloe had not heard those names in a while. They were also names she had hoped would have stayed within Radiance-controlled space. “The heretics,” Chloe grumbled to herself while her lips curled.

      Her reply got Ken’s and Kasidey’s faces to lock onto her as Ken asked, “You know of them?”

      Chloe exhaled while her mind began to piece together what she knew of this group. “Sarah and I…our first encounter with the Linl was heretics posing as humans to do some kind of strange experiments,” she said. “Then aboard the command ship, I discovered another one who was with us.”

      “Then there was that fiasco at the desert on Foicanta,” Sarah added.

      Chloe briefly thought back to the time she and her team ventured to a planet orbiting Proxima Centauri, or Dark Lejorania, as Radiance calls it. Celestial Order fighters ambushed them.

      “Who the fuck is the Celestial Order?” Xavier asked. Naturally, most folks here on Earth wouldn’t know the group.

      “A powerful cult of religious fanatics from Radiance,” said Chloe.

      Light laugher slipped out of Grace’s lips, and then she said, “Kinda sounds like what Radiance is right now.”

      “The difference is the Order has a different interpretation of the Radiance religion, and rumor has it they’ve recruited Hashmedai and are working on getting human followers,” said Ken.

      “My report from our victory aboard the command ship during the invasion all but proves they indeed have Hashmedai working for them,” Chloe added.

      “Well back to the matter at hand,” Ken said as his hands produced a holo pad. Several quick finger strokes across the pad’s bluish holographic interface loaded a larger image of Jazz for everyone to lay eyes on. He then continued his information dump. “Your friend Jake Johnson’s name turned up, I found it to be quite odd that a human would make this list.”

      “So we did another search,” Kasidey added. “This time relating to people from Earth…two other names appeared.” Ken’s finger swiped across the holographic screen, replacing Jazz’s image with a younger man with both human and Hashmedai features. “Danyal Aksoy, human Hashmedai hybrid. He’s currently serving time in prison for a string of robberies and gang activity.”

      “Do they work for the order?” Xavier asked.

      “No, rather someone in the order is looking for them. Radiance flagged them for investigation as a result,” said Ken.

      “Why haven’t our names appeared?” Chloe asked. “We directly engaged in combat with some of their members.”

      “No idea; perhaps they don’t deem you a threat,” said Ken.

      “We fucking killed their people. How is that not a threat?”

      “Couldn’t tell you, mate, though now that I recall, all your encounters with them netted zero survivors,” Ken said. “Can’t be added to a shit list if there is no one alive to ID you.”

      Fair enough, Chloe thought. Xyniea, Pierre, Amanda, the Hashmedai commander, and the ambushers at Foicanta. All of them died before they could call for help. “You said there was another name, right?”

      “Yes,” Ken replied, while his fingers swiped once again. The next hologram that came into view caused Chloe’s mind to wander backward. She started to remember the dreams she had, the little girl who whispered cryptic messages to her. “Hannah Grey.” Ken’s voice cut in to her thoughts. “The alleged mastermind of the HLF. I believe members of your team met her personally. Correct, Chloe?”

      Chloe was slow to respond. She was too busy finding a place to put a newly discovered piece of the puzzle. Hannah was the name of the girl in her dreams. Chloe’s memories of how she looked matched with the woman appearing in the hologram before her and everyone else. If Hannah were a child back during the invasion, then she would be a grown woman today. Wait…and she is the mastermind of the HLF? The same one who ordered her killed, thinking that Chloe was Sarah?

      “Yeah,” Chloe finally said. “So what’s our next move?”

      “The HLF that attacked us wanted the info on our computer, which happened to contain those names,” said Kasidey.

      “Good thing we got tipped off about their attack; gave me time to back up the files,” said Ken.

      “You were tipped?” asked Chloe.

      “Aye,” Ken replied, “some bloke callin’ himself Deep Throat.”
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* * *

      Port Shala, Morutrin Prime, Morutrin System

      The performance by Avearan and Phylarlie on the dance floor wasn’t exactly what the patrons in the club were expecting. The two engaged in an eye-catching exhibit of combat that sent everyone around them fleeing, while the loud music continued to beat and vibrate throughout the air. Avearan was quite impressed with her adversary’s abilities, shields, and the two sets of daggers she swapped back and forth, all the while timing her jump ports to carry her out of the way of Avearan’s psionic fury.

      The strobe lights continued to flicker, providing a secondary source of lighting on top of the streaks and flashes of blue light and bright, blinding white fireballs that slowly ignited fires along the walls as each one missed its intended target. Worry and paranoia raced across Avearan’s mind as her eyes scanned the seemingly empty dance floor. The assassin was gone, at least gone from her sights. She might have reactivated her cloak, or perhaps jump ported behind a wall. Either of the two options was bad. Avearan was wide open for another attack, one she would not see coming. Bad enough the assassin was still alive; every other one she had encountered until this point would be dead or dying.

      The orange glow within her arm ceased, while the blue glow from her upper body began to shimmer. Strengthening her psionic shields at this point was the best method for survival; as long as they didn’t shatter, this assassin would not be able to land disks directly on her. One stun disk followed by a thrust to her gut would be the end of her.

      The assassin emerged behind her. Avearan sensed a pair of daggers seconds away from impacting her shields and the presence of assassin disks on the floor beneath her feet. Smart, she thought, but Avearan’s gifts were quick to take form. Her mind forced the area around her and the floor to snap freeze, leaving behind frozen and inoperative disks, white mist expanded throughout the humid strobe-lit environment while a sheet of ice formed below her. A tidal wave of blue light carried and jump ported her on top of the bar counter. She looked back to see a flabbergasted assassin with her shields flicking blue from the blast of cold air.

      Before the assassin could counter, Avearan’s hands folded, her mind gripped every glass and bottle behind the bar’s counter. They floated in the air around Avearan. The glass cups shattered into large fragments, while the bottoms of the bottles broke, unveiling jagged razor-sharp edges, all of which launched toward the assassin with Avearan’s telekinetic might. Avearan’s mouth burst open with laugher as blue lights zigzagged throughout the dance floor, while the glass projectiles followed and changed trajectory in an attempt to chase their prey, the assassin.

      Avearan suspected that the shields of the assassin weren’t reliable, not with all the jump porting, cloaking, and such, on top of preventing its wearer from being frozen earlier. The assassin was on the defense now; she would not escape the barrage that was coming. And then Avearan remembered the gem. She had not checked to see if it fell out of her pouch during this colossal exchange. Her hand reached back into her pouch to grab it and make sure it was still there.

      It was; she, however, was not anymore.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      “Doctor, are you all right?” asked a nurse.

      Avearan, now in control of Ella’s body as she floated motionless inside the Winston Churchill’s infirmary. She held an organ regenerator in her hand, while an unresponsive Rabuabin lay on an operating table, strapped in. There were tiny orbs of blood floating around him and a few other medical tools orbiting her.

      Our bodies swapped again, Avearan thought. I thought we were long past this nuisance.

      As did I, Ella’s thoughts echoed. Oh my god!

      Avearan began to visualize what Ella, who was now in control of her body, was seeing. Avearan’s glass minions crashed to the floor, shattering into thousands of shards as the assassin stopped to watch with a confused glare. Both of the two began to panic internally, Avearan was now facing death, and there was nothing she could do about it. Ella’s mind was taken dozens of light-years away to a combat situation she knew nothing of.

      Oh no…listen, I need you to.

      No, you need to.

      The two bickered as their thoughts traveled the cosmos. Avearan could sense that whatever psionic advantage her body had was gone. Ella was a human; she might be in her body, but she clearly had no idea how to use her mind to utilize psionics powers. This gave the assassin an advantage, a huge one at that, as she stepped toward Avearan’s possessed body, which trembled in fear.

      You need to finish the surgery, or my patient will die. You have access to my memories, right? You should know how to finish the operation! Ella’s thoughts pleaded. Avearan sensed her body fall to the floor. Ella had no idea she had been standing on the bar counter. The pain from the fall triggered their joined minds to yelp in unison.

      “Doctor!” the nurse yelled again, seeing Ella’s body jerk while the medical device floated free from the grip of her hands.

      You need to get me out of there now, or I’ll be killed! Ella’s possessed body floated her weightless head toward the patient in question. Wait, this…Rabuabin? I’ll do no such thing! If anything, I’m going to kill it right now.

      Stop!

      Do you have any idea what these things did to my people? I’ll play no role in saving its life.

      Do you have any idea what the Hashmedai did to mine? Yet here I am, doing everything I can to protect your body. A Hashmedai body, I should just lay here and let her shank me. But I won’t.
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* * *

      Port Shala, Morutrin Prime, Morutrin System

      Avearan’s possessed body slowly rose from the floor. The assassin stood in front her with her green glowing plasma daggers drawn. She was ready for the kill, but saw hesitation grow in her face, triggered by Avearan’s sudden switch from dominance to a spaced-out stance.

      Works for me. Nice you have full knowledge of his anatomy too; I’m going to make him suffer.

      I take that back. You harm him, and I will allow you to die. Here’s hoping those gem ladies don’t heal ya arse.

      “Doctor, what are you doing!” Ella heard from her joined thoughts.

      There was no reply from Avearan, but Ella could sense that her body took no action, just stared down while everyone else in the infirmary pleaded to know what was wrong with her. The choice is yours. I’ve already been shot in the head, mate. Not afraid of a big fuckoff plasma dagger in my chest.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      “Sorry, I’m a bit light-headed,” Avearan said, speaking for Ella’s possessed body. “What’s wrong?”

      Dr. Pike looked at her intently and said. “Your accent…last I checked, you were Australian.”

      “And?”

      He replied. “And? You’re speaking with a Russian accent now.”

      Hashmedai all spoke with an accent analogous to that of a Russian one.
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      HLF Headquarters, Northern Canada, Sol System

      Three days had passed since Destiny, Eupiar, Whigli, Jazz, and Veloshira all returned to the HLF base thanks to Whigli’s rescue. The five of them sat in the galley around a rectangular table, dining on a limited selection of field rations, quite possibly the blandest ones in existence. The food Jazz had to eat while in Afghanistan was better in every way, shape, and form.

      The only thing that made his meal enjoyable was the music that played into his ears via a small headset that he’d acquired the other day. Eupiar showed him how to search, download, and play music with the device. Various tunes from the prewar days had his head moving up and down. He’d need to bring this back when he returned to the stars, introduce hip-hop and R & B music to the aliens out there.

      Veloshira didn’t eat much or say much, and hadn’t since the two arrived. She was only concerned about one thing, finishing the job and getting home. A task Jazz had less of an interest in doing given the situation they found themselves in. Good thing she can’t speak English, he thought. As long as nobody talked to her in Hashmedai, he could continue to lead her on that they were working toward killing Chris Boyd and the president. Destiny was in a similar mood, understandably; she had just lost her husband. All the more reason for Jazz to put off his duties to the empire. The UNE threw a lot at them to stop them from getting away with this data.

      “Destiny,” Whigli said, having noticed her down mood much like Jazz did.

      “I’m all right,” she softly replied and then began to pick away at her meal.

      “I know how you feel,” Whigli said. “Chidorli was hit with a brainjack device. For years I wondered if she survived and gave birth to my child.” Jazz turned away from the two and grimaced. “One of the reasons I’m glad Jazz is back is that he assured me that she managed to pull through. I only wish Dollon had had the same experience as she did after getting brainjacked.”

      Yeah about that…Jazz needed to change the topic quickly. Telling lies like that wasn’t something he was raised to do, but at the same time, a psionic like Whigli needed to stay focused on the mission, not his lover’s demise. Jazz then asked Eupiar, “So, Eupiar, what do we have?”

      After all, part of the reason they all gathered here was to discuss the data file they grabbed from the EISS. The file that cost Dollon and Vuyin their lives while putting Tetsuya in a hospital bed for god knows how long.

      Eupiar’s slumped-over body jerked upward as a result of Jazz addressing her. “Well,” she said, and then her fingers fidgeted with a device in her hands with a small hologram of a man who, like Eupiar, was half-human, half-Hashmedai. “The man, the myth, the legend, Danyal Aksoy.” All five pairs of eyes in the galley turned away from their awful meals to the hologram in front of Eupiar. “Hannah has been obsessed about of this guy since the HLF was founded.”

      “Let’s hope it’s worth it,” Destiny grumbled. “We paid a high price to get this far.”

      Eupiar began to read and paraphrase information from Danyal’s dossier. “Human-Hashmedai hybrid, age twenty-two, born Istanbul, Turkey, and a person of interest to the Radiance Union.”

      Her short data dump revealed information that didn’t sit right with Jazz. “Wait, hold up. That doesn’t make sense,” Jazz interrupted. “You said he’s twenty-two?” Eupiar nodded. “The invasion of Earth was twenty-two years ago.”

      “According to this, his birthday was a few days ago,” Eupiar revealed.

      “The invasion started in July, and he was born three months later,” Destiny said. “He had to have been conceived around February of that year.”

      “Back then aliens didn’t exist, at least not to the population of Earth,” Jazz added. He later asked Eupiar, “Is there any information on his parents?”

      Eupiar’s hands went to work, typing in keystrokes and interacting with the files on the holoscreen. New holo windows loaded, and her eyes started to scan the newfound information. “Nothing on the father; human mother named Sevda Aksoy, registered sex worker during the old-world in Turkey.”

      “Still doesn’t make sense,” Destiny said. “Hashmedai didn’t appear until July.”

      “No, we were here much earlier than that.” It was Whigli, “the recon team.”

      Destiny and Eupiar were puzzled at Whigli’s revelation. Jazz, on the other hand, was enlightened. “Yo, that’s right!” he shouted. “Onatiasha and her team—they came here with Kroshka and her brother. They were passing as humans ’n’ shit.”

      “Chidorli had mentioned that they landed somewhere in the Middle East,” Whigli said. “Then the Celestial Order ambushed them. Only Onatiasha, Zhinbryo, Chidorli, Kroshka, and Akeia survived the attack.”

      Jazz glared at Danyal’s holo picture again as he tried to process in his head who the father could be. “That narrows it down,” said Destiny. “Someone from the recon team got an escort pregnant.”

      “No, he ain’t from the recon team,” Jazz said. He paused to consider what he was going to say next and was surprised nobody else had caught on. “Look at his face, his hair, his skin.” He was somewhat reminded of Kroshka and Y’lin while looking at Danyal.

      Everyone except Veloshira looked closer. Gonna have to bring her up to speed soon, Jazz thought. And then Whigli spoke in a troubled manner. “Oh no, no, no, no.”

      “Oh yes, yes, yes, yes,” Jazz butt in. “Danyal Aksoy is prince Akeia’s son. That’s why he’s been flagged; he’s the goddamn heir to the Hashmedai Empire after Y’lin and Kroshka.”

      “If that’s the case, why hasn’t Radiance made a move? They have a long history of targeting members of the imperial family,” said Whigli.

      “Who knows? Maybe it’s ’cause he’s in prison. Or maybe ’cause they just found out, like we just did,” Jazz said.

      “Hannah must have known,” Destiny mumbled. She looked away from the hologram and addressed everyone. “Hannah knew before he was fuckin’ born.”

      Whigli said, “Let’s get a team together.”

      “No, let’s go as we are. We’re stretched thin as is,” Destiny said. “You too, Eupiar, we’re going to need some security systems taken out of play.”

      Satellite photos of a lone prison located in the middle of a crater appeared on a new hologram conjured by Eupiar. On the outskirts of the crater was a barren desert, devoid of any signs of civilization. “According to this, the prison he’s in is located in the middle of the Dasht-e Kavir crater.”

      “We’ll need a transport, then,” Whigli said. “I’ve personally never been out there and therefore can’t teleport.”
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* * *

      Port Shala, Morutrin Prime, Morutrin System

      Ella while still in possession of Avearan’s body released a soothing sigh as she sensed that Avearan completed the operation on Michei’s body. She heard in the distance people talking about her performance, and then there was Dr. Pike straight up calling her accent out. Who cares, she thought. He will live now, explaining that her actions, rather Avearan’s actions, are a problem for another time.

      Phylarlie’s hand held on to a possessed Avearan’s neck. It was hard raising her body off the ground. The assassin’s other free hand positioned her dagger next to the side of Avearan’s head. She was ready for the kill, but intrigue got the better of her. An intrigue that would not be satisfied unless questions were asked first and then answered.

      “I never had a target that gave up just like that,” Phylarlie said.

      “Sorry to disappoint, love,” she replied, in English with an Australian accent. “I’m a doctor, not a psionic.”

      She expected the blade to enter her head at this point. Instead, Phylarlie did something unexpected. “Where did you learn to speak that language?” she asked…in English.

      “I should be asking you the same question,” Ella-possessed Avearan said.

      I need to return to my body, Avearan demanded.

      I’d love that, so that you and this assassin can finish your game, Ella replied.

      Three heavily armed Linl enforcers unexpectedly came crashing through the door to the club. They all pointed their rifles toward the two, yelling orders in the Linl language; probably “put your hands up,” if they were anything like human police officers.

      Run! Avearan mentally panicked.

      Phylarlie grinned at her and said. “We are not finished…love.” And then, Phylarlie vanished from sight. Ella forced Avearan’s body to do exactly what she requested once free from the assassin’s grip. A hail of bullets from the Linl’s projectile weapons ripped across the club as she fled from the strobe-lit dance floor.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      Turn me around, Avearan thought as she floated next to the operating table in control of Ella’s body.

      I’d rather not slow myself down doing that, Ella’s thoughts echoed back.

      I need to know how far behind they are!

      The medical staff within the zero-g infirmary continued to look at her in a frightened manner. She didn’t know what else to do or say, as her accent wasn’t accepted. That and this was a human environment; their minds may have been merged but the details of what humans do after surgery, wasn’t clear to her, among other things. And worst of all? She just mended a Rabuabin.

       

      “Dr. Lynn?” a nurse asked. She ignored the human, focusing on the conversation going on in her head. Worried that her body on the other end of the galaxy might be killed, and she couldn’t do anything about it.

      You need to figure out how to get our bodies back, Ella thought.

      Did you try the gem? Try touching it, it’s in my—

      I know where it is.

      Right, our thoughts are one.

      She sensed Ella in possession of her body reach into her pouch to embrace the gem. Her hands were trembling in the process; she also felt her struggling to run, most likely because of the increased gravity on Morutrin Prime. She must not be used to being 20 percent heavier.

      And it’s not working. Try my gem.

      Avearan began to access Ella’s memories in an attempt to see where she had left her gem. The image of a medic kit manifested, sitting on a table. Where was this table? She thought and processed longer, another medical facility aboard this ship. The habitat ring, right, where gravity exists, since humans are weak and can’t remain in a weightless environment for extended periods. It was almost as if those memories were hers. She knew exactly how to get there, and how long it would take. And if she didn’t hurry there now, there might not be a living body for her mind to return to. And didn’t those strange women say if one of us dies we both go?

      “Dr. Lynn,” Dr. Pike said while his weightless hand reached out, allowing his fingers to wrap around her wrist. “Seriously, are you feeling OK?”

      His grip triggered a violent reaction from her, swinging her body around and kicking him in the chest. She hissed at him as he flew backward instantly through the sea of zero-g, and his back slammed against the wall with a loud thud. She launched her body off the side of the operation table, propelling her body toward the exit leading into the main corridor of the Winston Churchill.
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* * *

      Ella and Avearan stepped through the grace of a sliding door, leading them into a place of hope. Ella, while in control of Avearan’s body, escaped the club and vanished into the crowded streets outside before boarding a tram that promptly departed. Avearan, while in possession of Ella’s body, exited the elevator, leading her into the gravity-filled habitat ring of the Winston Churchill.

      Her feet moved at a rapid pace down the hallway, pushing uniformed humans away from her path. She saw the sliding doors to the infirmary get closer and closer as she neared. Looking to the right, she saw a glimpse of an observation window from the adjacent hallway; the ship was in orbit around a blue planet, the human home world, Earth, yes that’s what it is called. It was a beautiful sight, and for the first time, she was glad the Hashmedai failed to glass it completely.

      At the far corner, Ella’s thoughts transmitted as she sensed her body pass the threshold into the infirmary.

      I know that! Just stay low. Those enforcers aren’t going to give up searching for you just yet.

      I know that, was all Ella had as her reply.
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* * *

      Port Shala, Morutrin Prime, Morutrin System

      The tram that possessed Avearan slipped away on was densely packed. A blend of Hashmedai, Linl, and a small group of young Rabuabin women toward the front, huddled together, probably gossiping or getting excited about men they found attractive. Ella needed something to take her mind off the stress, not just the stress of what had just transpired but knowing that once she returned to her body, there was going to be some major explaining to do on her part.

      She stood up from her seat and moved down the aisle closer to the group of Rabuabin. They looked at one particular female with a data pad in her hands. She had strawberry-blond highlights in her brown hair, an odd style for their kind.

      Found it. I hope this works, Avearan’s voice echoed in her head.

      The female Rabuabin who had the undivided attention of her friends stroked her fingers across the screen of the data pad. A picture loaded of a man as her hands held the screen of the pad toward her friends to give them a better view. She was smiling while her friends made cheerful yet alluring noises from their mouths as they took in the view. The Rabuabin female with the data pad started to giggle and then speak in her language.

      Ella sensed that Avearan, in control of her body, had found the medical kit in question and was in the process of opening it up. Oh my god, wait a few seconds before you touch the gem, Ella pleaded with her mind.

      Fuck that.

      The person on that data pad.

      Is of no concern to me.

      She leaned in closer to get a better view of the pad. There was no doubt about it; the picture that loaded was none other than Jake “Jazz” Johnson. And then the tram, the Rabuabin girls and everyone else aboard vanished and were replaced with Ella staring down at the gem within the Winston Churchill’s habitat ring infirmary. Two, no three, ePistols were behind her head, hissing as they charged and powered on. The armed escort to take her into the brig for questioning had arrived.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      Chloe’s haggard body staggered into the quarters she shared with Sarah. Sarah rested her body up on the top bunk, holding her holo pad in her hands. Judging by the seemingly never-ending flickering yellow and red lights painting her face and the sound of guns raging, she concluded that Sarah was watching a movie, or playing videogames; these days it was hard to tell the difference.

      Chloe tore away the top of her jumpsuit and tossed it on the floor. Being neat and tidy was the least of her concerns right now. Sitting down on her bottom bunk was the only thing that mattered. Much better, she thought as she looked at her sweat-drenched tank top and her dog tags hanging aimlessly from the reflection of herself in the nearby mirror. Time for a shower, she thought and then brushed her hands through the top of the brown hair on her head. Yeah, definitely time for a shower.

      “You know,” Sarah’s voice said from up above. “I can transfer to another room and you can have Chris stay here with you.”

      Chloe signed. “Why would you want to do that?”

      “Because, you two are clearly fucking each other with hats off,” Sarah replied.

      Chloe’s teeth began to grind as she entered deny-everything mode. “I’m not!”

      “Shut up, he was asking about you not long after the debriefing,” Chloe heard Sarah’s entertainment come to a pause. Afterward, Sarah continued to speak. “You know me; I gotta pry into my big sister’s business and learn the truth!”

      “Sarah—”

      “He digs you, and you dig him; at least you did until we got back to Earth,” Sarah said. “There’s no regulation against men and women sharing quarters, last time I checked.”

      “And sleeping with your senior officer is a good way to get put out the air lock.”

      “Chloe, times have changed. Nobody in this new world we live in gives a shit if you’re fucking a member of the crew, someone above or below rank.” Chloe’s body fell backward as her hands pressed against her flushing face. “Given the billons of lives lost during the invasion, a person hooking up is a good thing, regardless of the situation.”

      “I’ve done nothing wrong,” Chloe said after a long pause. “I’m busy, we’re busy, too much shit has happened since we got back. I fucking died and then came back, for Christ’s sake! Back at Alpha Cent, it was easier; we were building the EDF forces and training. There was lots of time back then, and I gave him all of it.”

      “The line of work we do is deadly, if you keep pushing him away and something happens, you’ll never forgive yourself.”

      Chloe moved her hands from her face and rested them softly next to her body. “I’ll be fine,” she finally said. Sarah leaped off the top bunk onto the floor below, and without saying a word, she stepped toward the entrance of their quarters. Chloe raised her head and asked, “Where are you going?”

      Sarah stopped just before the door, and revealed to Chloe, “I need a drink.” And then she left, causing Chloe to grunt.
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* * *

      Sarah’s intoxicated head whipped back against the soft lounge chair while Tom’s slightly bandaged body and Grace both indulged in a drink of their own as they sat down side by side with Sarah. The flight crew, as per usual, was engaged in their card games at the far corner of the lounge, the glass sliding door keeping their laughter and yelling inside.

      It took Sarah some time to process that Tom and Grace had joined her at the bar, but once it did, she faced Tom with a charming smile on her face.

      “What’s on your mind?” he asked and smiled back.

      “You a barkeep now?” Sarah asked.

      “I can tell something is eating you up from the inside out,” Tom said.

      “Just a bit…irritated.” Sarah speech was slightly slurred.

      “At?”

      “Everything! State of Earth, state of…hold up…yeah EDF ’n’ shit. Fuck.” Her fist slammed against the bar counter.

      “What’s wrong with EDF?” Grace asked as she sipped her beer.

      “Well I don’t have command of fuck all,” Sarah revealed. “We like, fuckin’ uh fuckin’ like four? Yeah four teams. Chloe is leader of team one. OK, cool. I’m happy for her, I’m happy she has a man to fuck. ’Cause fuck, she was such a bitch when she was single.”

      “So you feel jelly of your sister?” Tom said. “She got a man in her life, she’s a team leader, and you’ve got to take orders from her.”

      “You a counselor now?” Sarah’s drunken voice replied, all three of them began to laugh. “So Dark Lejorania, Proxima Centauri, whatever the fuck you wanna call that system, there’s a planet there called Foicanta. We were checking the place out, looking for bases to build, and places for uh people, our people that is, to live. Then out of fuckin’ nowhere comes Radiance heretics!” Tom smiled and nodded as her story progressed onward. “Yeah, that fucked-up religious cult of theirs. They tried pulling a fast one on Chloe and me just before the invasion—musta wanted a rematch, ’cause those fuckers came out with guns blazing. I led the team, we tore them the fuck up, and I tore the roof off that place! And…the EDF members I was with? We used to work together in the marines. Hell, I protected them during an attack in Chicago. But hey, let’s not make Sarah a team leader, even a team leader of a group of people she meshes well with. Let’s make her take orders from her older sister. Like fuck, man!”

      “My thoughts exactly,” Grace chimed in.

      “Ha! You agree?” Sarah said.

      “No, but the ‘fuck’ part. I think you need to get fucked,” Tom’s mouth erupted with more laughter as Sarah’s reddening face gave Grace a what-the-hell look. “This is a ship full of lonely and horny navy personnel. I’m sure one of them will be more than glad to help you out!”

      “I don’t shit where I eat. You can have at ’em,” Sarah said after a brief pause.

      Grace elegantly replied. “I don’t fuck guys.”

      “Provided that you’re not sober,” Tom said to Grace.

      “That only happened once,” Grace replied.

      “Twice, remember, Ensign Rayes?”

      “Fuck, yeah, I do.” Grace then poured more of her beer down her throat.

      “Holy shit…it’s been ages though,” Sarah slowly said and then struggled to get out of her chair. “I should go,” she said and then slowly walked toward the exit.

      “Rub one out or something. Get the frustration outta you, before it messes with you on the battlefield,” Tom said as Sarah made her exit. “Booze, nature’s truth serum.”

      “That so?” Grace said.

      “She just revealed that she’s jealous of her sister, the existence of Radiance heretics, and that Chloe isn’t available, but Sarah is.”

      Grace’s fist placed a light jab on Tom’s shoulder. “Just remember, I saw her first,” she said.

      “And I talked with her first. Besides, pretty sure she only does men.”

      “That’s what they all say,” Grace said while she finished her drink.
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* * *

      Twenty minutes had passed since the exchange between the two sisters. Chloe felt her eyelids slowly shutting under the weight of fatigue. As tempting as it was to call it a night, there was that shower she really needed. She forced her body up and out of the bunk, then toward a sliding door leading to their washroom.

      It was a simple and cramped room. Whoever designed it didn’t give a damn about those who suffered from claustrophobia. Hand sink, mirror, toilet, and shower with a small narrow passageway giving one access; nothing more and nothing less. She stripped out of her uniform and entered the warm refreshing and cleansing blanket of water that splashed across her battle-worn body. Her soap-covered hands crossed her back to wash it. It felt different, yet familiar, and she thought back as to why it felt different.

      The ridges of scars that she had gotten used to weren’t there. Her back was in the same condition it was before the Hashmedai invasion—no plasma burn scars. This can’t be.

      As her shower ended, she walked, more like power walked, toward the mist-covered mirror. Chloe’s hands wiped away a circular clearing against the glass, revealing her drenched athletically toned body while she turned around, keeping her head toward the mirror in an attempt to examine her back. There were indeed no scars, EVE was right. She gazed a minute longer wide-eyed, hoping she was wrong, hoping that the mist buildup was making her miss something. It didn’t change a damn thing; her scars were missing, and so were her answers as to why it happened.

      “EVE, how much information has Radiance officially shared with the UNE?” Chloe asked.

      EVE’s voice transmitted over the intercom. “There are approximately seven hundred thousand files uploaded to my database.”

      “Are there any reported cases of Radiance people healing rapidly without the aid of doctors or medication?”

      “Zero cases reported.”

      Chloe grimaced at that response, time to stop beating around the bush. “Are they any reports about red gems that emit psionic energy?”

      There was a pause while EVE performed the search. “Zero cases reported.”

      “How about Radiance religion? Who are their deities?”

      “The Radiance Union warships’ three gods: Stoarior, Tym, and Livie. There are four hundred files regarding this,” EVE’s voice replied.

      Chloe rested both of her hands against the countertop and glared at her naked body in the mirror, looking for smaller scars she received throughout life and her tours in Afghanistan and Iraq. Nothing, her body was free of any signs of wear and tear.

      Her mind started thinking back to the last time she had scars. She remembered having them when coming aboard, and settling in. OK, then what happened? The transport fiasco, getting shot in the head—only for those wounds to heal right up as if nothing happened, thanks to that strange woman in the visions.

      Then it hit her. Those visions, that voice calling out to her when she was dying and then again when she confronted Jazz. Her eyes shut as she replayed the visions out in her head, those women spoke of mending her and Ella, like they were some kind of god.

      No, goddess.

      Her eyes opened as she asked. “How about goddess? Is there any talk of goddesses in Radiance religion?”

      “No data available.”

      Chloe’s chest took in a deep breath; her questions were getting her nothing but frustration. She might have to join Sarah soon if this kept up. “Anything on heretics and what they believe?”

      “No data available.”

      No fucking data available or cases reported on anything. And then she began to ponder more at her recent thought. “What’s the difference between ‘zero cases reported’ and ‘no data available’?”

      “Zero cases reported indicates that there are no files that have a reference to your inquiry. No data available indicates there are files, but they are empty.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Why would they be empty?”

      “Unknown. It is possible someone removed lines of information from it.”

      “Why am I not surprised?” The Radiance Union was a form of galactic church and state. Censoring information that goes against their doctrine was probably more commonplace than people thought.
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      Dasht-e Kavir Desert, Earth, Sol System

      The Dasht-e Kavir prison was located deep within a glass crater in the middle of the Dasht-e Kavir desert in Iran. The idea behind it was simple: should prisoners escape, they’d find themselves in the middle of a searing hot and hostile environment. Then there’s the massive desert on the outside of the crater. Simply put, there was no place to run; the landscape would be your undoing, especially if you were Hashmedai.

      The crater was forged during the Hashmedai invasion of Earth, when their ships bombarded the planet with superheated balls of plasma. Oddly enough, this particular crater was different from the rest that scarred Earth in the sense that it did not hit any cities or military bases. A misfire most likely, since the impact was created during a time when humans began to strike back at their alien invaders with nuclear weapons.

      All in the past now.

      A Hashmedai transport ship owned by the HLF made its final approach to the Dasht-e Kavir desert via the Gulf of Oman. The craft sped toward its destination covertly, keeping low to avoid radar detection. Whigli put his psionic mind to work and remotely operated it with his thoughts as he and Destiny sat up front in the cockpit. Jazz took a seat toward the back of the transport, geared and armed for the jailbreak operation that awaited them. Eupiar sat next to Veloshira, cross-legged, her arms folded, and sitting next to him with a stale face aimed toward Jazz as the barren wasteland came into view from the forward windshield.

      Jazz remained silent, for he knew that his partner in assassination was eager do to just that, assassinate their targets, but it was the last thing that was on his mind. He looked at Destiny, who wore light UNE combat armor and held a long eSniper rifle in her hands. Her fingers swiped across the screen to perform a series of systems checks on the weapon.

      Unlike all other eWeapons which were human-made versions of Radiance magnetic weapons, the sniper rifle was built from the ground up, using the technology Radiance provided humanity. The concept of long-range combat wasn’t common among Radiance and Hashmedai alike. That and Radiance rifles already had a large range and the ability to zoom in at a target a great distance away. What they did lack, however, was the power to launch projectiles significantly larger than the ones typically manufactured with nano machines within the rifle.

      eSniper rifle bullets were massive. The extra firepower from the oversize rifle allowed it to launch larger-sized bullets at velocities that could pierce through personal shields of an enemy target with one or two shots. The larger size of the rifle meant that the nano machines inside could manufacture the heavier and larger rounds at a faster pace. They were unlike rifles and pistols, in which the larger the round, the longer it took to produce, and therefore had a slower firing rate.

      “This is a waste of time,” Veloshira’s Hashmedai voice protested. “When are we going to finish work with our task?”

      Jazz replied in the Hashmedai tongue. “Rescuing the future heir to the empire is not a waste of time.”

      “It’s not our mission. Besides, I doubt the empress will accept the bastard human hybrid into the imperial family.”

      “It is important; he has details that might lead us to our targets.”

      A lie, but it shut her up for the time being, only to cause Whigli to address him seconds later in English. “He has details? You always stretch the truth like that?”

      “It keeps her quiet for now,” Jazz said in English. “Making life harder for the order, that’s my real quest here as of now.”

      “A quest that’s about to start.” Destiny jumped in as her finger performed the last system check on her eSniper rifle. “Everyone remember your role?” She addressed the occupants of the transport.

      Jazz’s head nodded toward her after going over the game plan once more in his head. Destiny snipes guards in the tower, while Whigli bombards the prison with his pyrokinetics talents, while Jazz and Veloshira escort Eupiar in to hack into the computers so that they can locate and extract Danyal and disable the mind shield preventing psionics from teleporting in and out. Whether all that went off without issues was another story, one that Jazz was too familiar with at this point.

      The transport hovered and slowly descended to land within the glassy crater, sending swirls of dust and tiny rocks in the air. Its side entrance flipped open and two sets of footprints from invisible targets plopped on the dusty surface. Then another set of footprints appeared, one after another, creating a path toward the lone prison camp in the direct center of the crater. A pathway that Eupiar’s pep-filled footsteps followed, with her laptop bag swaying back and forth as she moved.

      Whigli’s cybernetic implants were wired into his shirtless upper body and radiated a bright blue. Seconds later his body floated into the sunny and cloudless skies and headed toward the prison. As the team scurried off into play, Destiny’s body entered a prone position, aiming her rifle toward the four towers boxing in the prison.

      The holographic display for the rifle displayed to her what she had directly targeted: a group of unsuspecting prison guards in the towers. She moved her sights down, and the hologram painted a new picture of guards on patrol along the tops of the prison walls. Moving her sights up, she saw Whigli charge his psionic might. His arms began to glow a bright orange and pointed down toward the prison camp. Her trigger finger was placed an inch away from the trigger of the rifle as her targeting crosshairs locked on the head of the first guard in the tower closet toward Jazz and the rest of the team.

      A storm of white fireballs fell from the skies, creating a multitude of explosions and plumes of black smoke in the air as panicking guards raced for cover. Destiny’s bullets raced toward their heads before they could get there. They were all going to need closed-casket funerals.
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* * *

      Dasht-e Kavir Crater Prison, Earth, Sol System

      Danyal and Mustafa’s prison cell rocked violently, sending Danyal’s resting body flying out of his top bunk. The lights flicked on and off with each rumble, sending dust from the ceiling to float slowly to the floor, the same floor Mustafa helped Danyal rise from. Danyal quickly noticed that the force fields holding them and other prisoners within their cells flickered rapidly. In fact, he wasn’t the only one. He took a closer peek at the prisoners in their cells adjacent to him; they were all primed and waiting for the force field to fail.

      “This is what I was talking about, my friend,” Mustafa said, patting Danyal’s shoulders. “Keep praying to god; he knows we don’t deserve to be here treated like animals!”

      “If we get out of here,” Danyal said, eyeing the flickering force field, “this is going to be the greatest late birthday present ever.”

      An explosion from the outside sent a thunderous shockwave that pushed everyone to the floor, including a squad of guards in riot gear who were running past their cell. This time Danyal’s hands guided his old cellmate back to his feet. “If we get out of here, gods willing,” Mustafa said, “we must find my daughter.”

      “I thought you said she’s dead.”

      “No, no, my friend, she is gone…from this planet.” Mustafa returned to his feet, breathing deeply. “Radiance, they took her away.”
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* * *

      Whigli’s fiery bombardment left a smoldering path of destruction leading right into the prison via a massive flaming hole in the wall. At this point, Eupiar’s young figure sprinted toward the hole, doing everything she could to maintain her balance and ignore the heat that pounded on her body with each explosion.

      Jazz and Veloshira’s translucent bodies led the way in. The now darkened hallways were sparsely populated with armed guards running with determination in their stride. Those who saw Eupiar, met their ends swiftly with a combination of Veloshira’s dagger play and Jazz’s steadfast katana cleaves; their shields were no match for the assassin duo.

      The security station wasn’t hard to find. It was a room with dozens of holographic screens transmitting live video of the interior and exterior of the prison. Jazz’s face formed into a grin as he saw the feed from outside, flames, bodies, and debris scattered in random directions. Interior feeds depicted rioting prisoners overpowering guards, and hundreds more waiting to join the fray, stuck behind force fields that remained active.

      Until now.

      “OK, you should be good to go,” Jazz said to Eupiar.

      Eupiar ran and knelt next to a hulking computer server in the far corner of the room. Her quick and nimble fingers pried open a front panel, revealing a network of wires and other bits of high-tech chips and tubes Jazz was unfamiliar with. Her laptop slipped out of her bag and into her hands, loading a holographic window next to her face and a holographic keyboard beneath her fingers as they slipped down to type.

      As she did her part, Jazz and Veloshira rigged the entrance to the room with stasis mines and then later, the hallway leading to it. Eupiar was going to be all alone in a few minutes; those mines were going to be the only damn thing keeping her safe.

      “I’m in.” The words Jazz was waiting for Eupiar to announce. “Danyal is located in block D, cell number twenty-seven.”

      A large explosion that caused the trio to fall to the floor cut off Eupiar’s revelation. As they came to, Eupiar’s semidark glowing eyes scanned a new data beam into her holographic screen. She grimaced. “Power’s been cut; all the inmates are leaving their cells!”

      “Gonna head out. Don’t forget to get the mind shields down,” Jazz said, stepping toward the door.

      “That’s another issue.”

      Just before he and Veloshira left, Jazz stopped to face Eupiar once more “And yo, tell Whigli to chill the fuck out.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “God is great! God is great!” Mustafa and several of the Arabic-speaking inmates chanted in unison as they leaped from their prison cells, overpowering the unprepared guards.

      A full-on riot was in progress in all areas of the prison. The fleeing prisoners used tables, chairs, and fire extinguishers as weapons as the guards relied on their ePistols and rifles. Pistols and rifles slowly found themselves in the hands of prisoners, as outnumbered guards had their shields slowly shattered and their heads bludgeoned to bloody chunks. The speed of Hashmedai prisoners gave the rioters a massive edge, as most of them took point in the attacks.

      A few of the inmates broke off from the riot and took their chances with the outside world and Destiny’s and Whigli’s assault in the process. The rest stayed within the confines of the prison, determined to kill every guard, every member of the staff, including those they suspected to be holed up in the security office, the mob’s next target. The image initiated sporadic shaking within Eupiar’s hands as she saw and then heard the swarm coming toward her. The mines Jazz and Veloshira set out weren’t going to be enough, not by a long shot.

      Think, think, think, fuck! Her mind started to scatter, the opposite of what she needed right now. Contact Jazz? No, her mind was still on the fritz; there was no way she’d be able to correctly vocalize what needed to be said. Those guys needed to be stopped right now. You have the power, Eupiar.

      Four deep breaths later, her mind and her self-preservation instincts took control. Keystrokes and interactions with various holographic displays gave her access to the power grid of the prison. There were still some areas with power, power that she transferred to her section of the prison. The lights once again came on, removing the glow from her hybrid eyes.

      A series of hacked commands forced a fire door to fall from the ceiling, a mere two meters away from the mob. One Hashmedai inmate took notice, and raced toward the heavy falling door. He didn’t make it, as indicated by his halved body releasing a pool of blood to the floor. She laughed and then inputted another hacked command, forcing a second set of doors to close behind the mob, halting their advance entirely. They were stuck in the hallways, yelling a barrage of profanities in Arabic, Hashmedaian, Russian, Chinese, and English while a small group of them went toward the first door in an attempt to raise it off the crushed Hashmedai.

      Her index finger and thumb spread apart while interacting with the camera relaying the footage of the trapped rioters. It zoomed in, revealing that the body of the Hashmedai was still wedged, and therefore prevented the door from fully closing. If enough hands got underneath it, they could force it open. Fuck me!

      Nevertheless, Eupiar was safe for the time being. She sighed in relief and then loaded a window to display a security cam she programmed to track Danyal’s movements. She became frustrated upon learning that he and a handful of rioters from the back didn’t get trapped with the main group. They proceeded to backtrack through the prison hallways. Her hand inputted new commands, and new cam footage appeared. It showed the areas they could potentially be running to. She saw a new problem; armed guards, five or six, and they looked pissed. Fuck!

      “Eupiar, I fucking hope this is your doing,” Jazz’s voice transmitted on her communicator.

      She smiled and said, “Perhaps, why do you ask?”

      “’Cause Vel and I are fucking trapped with these prisoners.”

      “Stand by. I’ll get you out.”

      “Fuck it; just get Whigli in here to teleport us and Danyal out.”

      And then she remembered the mind shield. The fiasco made her forget she needed to finish hacking it. Teleportation, let alone psionic skills were not going to happen inside the prison. “Yeah about that.”

      “Oh my fuckin’ god, seriously?”

      She didn’t reply, too much was still going on. One cam feed showed that the trapped rioters were making progress in lifting the fire door. Another showed Danyal and his friends walking into a gunfight, and they didn’t have any guns.

      “Shit!” she yelled to herself.

      “Shit? What do you mean shit?” Jazz’s voice echoed.

      A quick set of keystrokes sent another fire door down between Danyal and the guards. Temporary fix, prison staff have the power to override doors such as this, and she was in no position to find and reprogram security codes. That door will be forced to rise in five minutes or so, and judging by the progress the rioters were making, they could very well have the first fire door pushed up high enough for everyone to slip underneath in less than five minutes.

      “OK, Jazz, I got no time to explain,” she said with a panicked tone. “You have five minutes to kill everyone around you, or Danyal and I will be dead.”
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* * *

      Jazz translated Eupiar’s last message to Veloshira. The two stepped their cloaked bodies on the opposite ends of the blocked hallway. Jazz stood next to the rioters raising the door, Veloshira next to the door that would eventually lead them toward a trapped Danyal. Five minutes, eh? he thought as he loaded a song to be played over his earpiece. “Protect Ya Neck” by the Wu-Tang Clan. It was a five-minute song, meaning once it ended, time was up. Every motherfucker needed to be on the floor before that.

      His hand reached back, gripping the hilt of his plasma katana, prompting the plasma to flow through its blade, canceling his cloaking device in the process. The music that he frequently listened to in high school began to play, and his head bobbed up and down to the beat as terrified prisoners leaped back in shock as Veloshira and he emerged from out of nowhere with plasma weapons primed and ready to spill liters of blood.

      Jazz launched the first strike. His body moved to the beat of the music, burning, and cutting his attackers in half. Blood splashed across the walls with each successive slash. One by one, dismembered bodies hit the floor as angry rioters charged Jazz simultaneously. None succeeded in taking him down, including the bullets that managed to rip past his body armor.

      Veloshira was an even harder target. Her Hashmedai speed and reflexes combined with her double dagger play to create a deadly display in front of Jazz’s eyes. Watching a petite woman like her remove heads of taller, hardened prison inmates made Jazz chuckle as he beheaded a Hashmedai prisoner who got too close for his liking. His boots were making splashing sounds, as the hallway carnage pressed on. One rioter caught him off guard, grabbing him from behind like a wrestler. Two rioters took notice, and charged toward an immobilized Jazz. Their bodies quickly turned into ashes and mixed into the pool of blood on the floor, vaporized by Veloshira’s quick draw with her plasma rifle.

      Jazz saw her aim toward him, but actually, she wanted to tag the brute grabbing Jazz from behind. Jazz quickly lowered his head, fully exposing the target behind him. A beam of green plasma vaporized the head and neck of the rioter who gripped Jazz. He felt the man’s grip weaken instantly as the plasma ended his life. Jazz shook him off to continue his savage cleaves, removing body parts and painting the walls red in his wake.

      First things first, man, you’re fucking with the worst

      I’ll be sticking pins in your head like a fucking nurse

      Jazz’s favorite lines of the song had played at the most convenient time possible. Veloshira had lunged both of her daggers through the head of her last target. The inmates were indeed fucking with the worst. The blood bath was over. Jazz and Veloshira stood motionless, breathing heavily as blood from their attackers rained off their bodies. Jazz’s hand rose to his face, wiping away an excessive amount of blood that was clouding his vision. Veloshira’s white hair was looking more on the pink side as she collected her daggers from the head of a downed rioter.

      “Eupiar,” Jazz transmitted. “Ya five minutes is almost up. Where da fuck do we go from here?”
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* * *

      Eupiar frantically inputted command after command, trying to gain access to the mind shield with little success. All the while, she looked on as Jazz and Veloshira finished their last inmate, effectively making her safe from them. She switched attention to the cam following Danyal and looked on in horror as the door keeping him and his friends safe hastily lifted off the ground.

      “Eupiar. Ya five minutes is almost up, where da fuck do we go from here?” Jazz’s voice bellowed from her communicator.

      A double tap on a key on her holo keyboard caused the rear door to open for Jazz and Veloshira. “Go quickly!” she yelled. Shockwaves created by magnetically propelled bullets lined the cam footage that followed Danyal. There were dead bodies on the floor—none of them guards—as the barrage continued for a few more seconds. “Shit, shit, shit!”
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* * *

      Jazz and Veloshira ran through the prison hallways, coming to a stop at the scene of five dead prisoners, and weapons’ fire from eWeapons blazing nonstop. The assassin duo activated their cloaks as the guards stopped firing, and entered to assess the situation. Jazz saw six guards step in with their weapons drawn. None of them had combat armor on, and most likely, they had been called in on the fly when the action started. And it was the only good thing that had happened today. Both Jazz’s and Veloshira’s rifles erupted with anger, turning the six armed-guards into six piles smoking of ashes.

      Racing toward the pile of inmate bodies, Jazz saw Danyal, covered in blood, but he was still breathing. There were bullet holes in his arm. OK, second good thing today. Jazz reached down to help him up; he was clearly in pain as his bloody body struggled to get to his feet.

      “We need to get outta here, Danyal,” Jazz said to him.

      Danyal shrugged Jazz off and looked down at his fallen cellmate with regret forming in his face. “How…do you know my name?” Danyal asked.

      “No time to explain.”

      A blood-soaked hand rose toward Danyal, gently resting on his right cheek. His cellmate wasn’t dead just yet. That’s one tough old man, Jazz thought.

      “My…daughter.”

      “Mustafa, don’t speak,” Danyal pleaded, holding his dripping red hand.

      “Rana, that’s her name. If you see her, gods willing, keep her safe.” Mustafa’s limp hand came crashing to the floor seconds later.

      Danyal shut his eyes in sorrow, as Jazz, from behind him, placed his hand on Danyal’s shoulder. “Sorry for ya loss, bro. But like I said, we gotta go.”
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      Chloe floated into the briefing room aboard the Winston Churchill, summoned there unexpectedly. She pondered what the meeting could be about, seeing how only Ken, Kasidey, Xavier, and Jacob were present. About Ella and her actions that got her tossed into the brig? Probably not; everyone was aware of that by now. The gem? She sighed as that thought crossed her mind. Keeping that damn thing a secret from the crew was a big mistake, and as she recalled from the report, Ella was found holding the gem in a grateful and obsessive manner.

      She moved her body closer toward the weightless group and the central table in the middle. Xavier looked extremely fatigued and overdue for some rest. Chloe didn’t remember him ever getting rest since coming aboard. He was always on duty, always involved in something. She couldn’t help but wonder if her team’s actions were the sole reason he was forcing himself to stay awake.

      “Thanks for joining us, Major,” Ken said to Chloe.

      “Let’s get down to business, shall we?” Xavier said.

      “What’s up?”

      “We’ve been scanning the region where Sergeant Boyd and Vaughan were found after escaping from the HLF base,” Kasidey said. “We’re relying on what they told us about the base, how long they traveled, and what the EISS knows about it.” A hologram appeared, displaying top-down satellite imagery of a cold snow- and ice-covered region. “We believe it’s here, a downed Hashmedai stratosphere frigate buried beneath the snow and ice.” Kasidey’s hand pointed to the area in question. A red line formed a circle around a small mountain-like range.

      “Command wants us to lead the strike in taking it out once and for all,” Xavier said.

      “Us?” Chloe asked.

      “Major, you and your team are still the best-equipped, trained, and experienced when it comes to dealing with Hashmedai. And we fully expect all of the HLF’s Hashmedai members to be hiding here,” Kasidey said.

      Ken added. “Game plan is to bomb the region with our fighters. Once they’re softened up, we’ll send your team along with marines to capture or kill all surviving members of the HLF…including Hannah.”

      As he spoke, the hologram appeared with overlays depicting where the airstrikes would hit, and where the assault teams would land and enter the base.

      It was music to Chloe’s ears. “When we leave?” she asked with a smile.

      “Now, we can’t afford to waste any time on this,” Ken replied.

      “I’ll get my team ready,” Chloe said.

      “Aye, same,” Jacob added.

      “One last thing,” Kasidey said. “As you all are probably aware, Dr. Lynn has been sent to the brig for some…bizarre behavior. She was found holding this strange gem in her hands.” The hologram morphed into one of the red gem, causing Chloe to bite her lip. “It’s being tested in the labs now, and…we discovered it’s emitting a high concentration of psionic energy, the source of the spike in psionic energy that was discovered shortly upon the arrival of the EDF team.”

      Fuck.

      “Major, do you know anything about this?” Kasidey asked Chloe. “Have you or anyone on your team seen her have it before coming back to Earth?”

      The redness of the hologram painted a red glow across Chloe’s face, hiding the fact that she really was starting to flush. “Never seen it in my life.”
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* * *

      Crimson Arrow, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      Noylarlie looked out of the forward windshield of the Crimson Arrow, looking at the enormous blue planet she’d waited so many weeks to come to. Earth was minutes away, and there was not a single thing in the galaxy that was going to stop her from landing. Not the human battleship in orbit, not the orbital defensive platform, or the human forces that might be stationed on the planet’s surface. Or the three or four battleships she passed on her way, which just recently changed course, alerted to her presence.

      “I never realized how much water was on this planet till this very moment,” Parcisei said from behind.

      “Don’t get used to it; we won’t be staying long,” Noylarlie said.

      “Exactly what is your plan?”

      Noylarlie’s eyes shut, cutting off the red glow they were emitting in an attempt to focus and reposition the Crimson Arrow with her mind. Oh, and to think of an answer to Parcisei’s question, an answer she herself wasn’t 100 percent sure of. “Hannah will guide me,” was all she ended up saying after a long delay.

      “Ah right, the creepy human girl who whispers things into your head while you sleep,” he said. “Just…promise me we won’t get killed, because I didn’t really tag along to meet my end here.”

      “Parcisei.”

      “Yes?”

      “Shut up.”

      “Seriously, how do you plan to get past the defense platform? Our shields won’t last very long against that firepower.”

      Noylarlie’s ESP scanned the human defense platform. He was indeed right; it had more than enough firepower to destroy large Hashmedai ships in seconds. The Crimson Arrow taking a direct hit or two would be vaporized instantly. They were all protected by mind shields, so remotely hijacking them with her psionic mind was out of the question. But…there was one advantage they had that the platforms didn’t. Speed.

      “They can’t target and fire at us while in sublight speed,” Noylarlie said, reopening her red eyes; they began to glow once again in the low-light setting of the cockpit.

      “You know what happens to people who try to land on planets at that speed? They create craters; this planet doesn’t need another one.”

      “Let me worry about that,” she said while staring directly at a region of the planet that the humans called “the Middle East.” “I need you to take the controls once we are clear.”
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      Cdr. Cassandra Benally heard an audio alert beep from one of the aft workstations aboard the bridge of the Winston Churchill. The instant the alert transmitted, Lieutenant Yates’s eyes read the data, and she yelled, “Commander, we have an incoming Hashmedai ship!”

      Benally’s attention snapped to focus, and she directed her weightless body toward the lieutenant. “Location?”

      “Bearing two-eight-five, traveling at sublight speeds…toward Earth,” Yates reported.

      Lieutenant Commander Forest reported additional information from their scans via a holographic window. “Crimson Arrow class ship, mark three.”

      “Battle stations!” Benally ordered. “Raise shields, arm all weapons, and scramble fighters now!”

      “Most of our fighter groups are engaged in the operation against the HLF base,” Forest reported.

      “Have Colonel Davis’s team redirected,” Benally directed. “The HLF assault team can manage with what they already have.”

      An alarm emitted a repeating and irritating noise throughout the ship, followed by red lights flashing along the walls. Benally could see beads of sweat float off the foreheads of half the crew on the bridge as they staffed their stations. Forest’s voice played a message across the intercom calling for action stations.

      “Commander, shouldn’t the defense platform take care of them?” Yates asked.

      “Crimson Arrows are controlled by Hashmedai Archmages,” said Benally. “Something tells me they got something funky planned.”

      “How did we miss this?”

      “This is why we need bridge psionics,” Benally said as she floated toward the center main hologram on the bridge. A zoomed-in image of Earth, the Crimson Arrow, and the Winston Churchill displayed. “ESP travels faster than light; sensor scans don’t.”

      Xavier floated aboard the bridge shortly afterward, clearly exhausted from the events that had transpired over the last few days. Hell, Benally insisted he get some rest, rest that had now been canceled.

      “Captain on the bridge!” announced Yates.

      “Battle stations are interrupting my tea break—report,” Xavier said to Benally as his magnetic boots carried him toward her floating body.
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      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      Ella sat on the tough bed within her holding cell in the brig. The brig was located in the top and far reaches of the habitat ring of the Winston Churchill. A force field kept her inside, while two armed soldiers stood at the entrance to the brig. There were four other cells like hers lined up along the walls.

      Being locked up here wasn’t any surprise to her; after all, she more or less started acting like a Hashmedai in front of everyone. Her biggest concern was how long she’d remain here. She had never come clean about her experience and didn’t provide an explanation for Avearan’s actions. How could she? Nobody would believe such a story, and if they did, they’d blame the gem for it. She couldn’t afford to have that happen; she needed it. And she badly missed the gem and its ability to keep her calm. Which was a shame; now that she knew someone who had links to Jazz, being able to swap again to follow up, or even reveal what they knew could be a boost.

      A visitor to her cell stepped toward the force field; she was too busy and lost in her thoughts to notice that someone had entered or who it was. Her messy blond hair lifted away from staring at the floor, and fixed in on her visitor—Michei.

      The Rabuabin psionic remained shirtless, bearing the scars from his operation mixed in with his network of cybernetics. He held a small data pad in his hands. She smiled at him. He didn’t smile back. Clearly, he wasn’t there to thank her for saving his life. Fair enough. Technically, she wasn’t the one who did it anyway.

      “Never would I have imaged my life to be saved by…a heretic.” He spoke in the Radiance Creole language.

      Ella replied in the same language. “What makes me a heretic?”

      He interacted with his data pad, and then he turned it around so that the screen faced Ella. She saw the image of the gem, sitting in the lab of the Winston Churchill; a small team of researchers was probing and scanning it. “This does. It is an object worshipped and studied by the heretics, the Celestial Order!”

      “Listen, I’m going to tell you something, and it needs to stay between us.” Speaking in a language few humans understood presented a unique chance to tell her story with only one person knowing about it. And perhaps, just perhaps, Michei being from Radiance, might believe her.

      “Why should I trust you?” He crossed his arms.

      “Because you would like nothing more than the chance to do damage to the order,” she said. “And I might be able to make that happen with what I know.”

      “Speak.”

      “First of all, that gem isn’t mine; it’s Gavin’s, but that’s another story as to how he got it. That being said, the gem is causing my body to be swapped with a Hashmedai in the Morutrin sector. The actions that got me placed in here weren’t mine; it was the Hashmedai. During our swap, I was in control of her body, and encountered a Rabuabin woman who was sharing a picture of Jake Johnson.” Michei’s eyes rolled upon hearing her story. He’s not buying it. “Ugh, she had blue eyes and strawberry-blond highlights in her hair, which was odd, considering such a style would normally only be found here among humans.”

      “And you expect me to believe that?”

      “I got shot in the head, and I made a full recovery within hours along with Chloe.” His mouth twisted. “You believe that, right? Well guess what was with me when that attack happened—the gem.”

      “So what you’re saying is my life was saved by a Hashmedai, not a heretic.”

      “Get me the gem, and I can prove it and more.” It was a long shot, but she had to try. Unfortunately for her, it only got him walking toward the exit, shaking his head. “I might be able to trace that girl again; she may hold more answers as to what Jake was doing in that part of the galaxy…and why the order has taken an interest in him.”

      A call to battle stations alert began to howl. Crikey! Now what?
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* * *

      Skies above Dasht-e Kavir Desert Earth, Sol System

      A group of five Solaris fighters reentered the coldness of space to cover an area of Earth’s orbit that was expected to see the arrival of an unexpected and unwelcome guest from the cosmos. They quickly formed a delta formation while propelling toward the estimated area where the Crimson Arrow was expected to drop out of sublight speeds. Taking point was Jessica “Aura” Davis, geared up in her fight jumpsuit and helmet much like the rest of her team.

      The exterior of their fighters glistened and reflected the light from the sun as the insides of their cockpits were filled up with more light than usual. The windshield of her craft dimmed to block out the tremendous amount of sunlight as they remained on course.

      “This is Gladius lead. We are about to have visual contact with our guest, moving in to intercept,” Aura transmitted.

      “Copy that lead,” Yates responded over the radio.

      “It’s still moving at sublight speed,” Gavin said.

      Aura’s eyes peered down at the blue-and-white holo interface, revealing sensor data. He was right; it was moving at full speed. A ship like that should have begun to decelerate whether they wanted to land or enter orbit. “Gladius two and three, form up. Let’s say hello to our friend,” Aura ordered Gavin and Hammer.

      “If it’s going to stop, now would be the time,” said Hammer. “Don’t suppose it plans to slam into the ground?”
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* * *

      Crimson Arrow, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      “Human fighters inbound,” Parcisei reported from his computer terminal.

      Noylarlie grunted and said, “I’m aware of that.”

      “So are we going to slow down or…?” Noylarlie didn’t reply, she merely grinned, as the blue world covered the entire viewing area of the windshield. “Oh gods.”

      The Crimson Arrow swiftly flew past the fighter group, orbital defense platforms and traveled on what seemed to be a direct collision course toward the surface of Earth. In a matter of seconds, the darkness of space became the sunny cloudless skies above Iran; the weightless environment of the Crimson Arrow instantly gained weight.

      Using the full might of Noylarlie’s psionic mind, she forced the craft to come to a full and complete stop. The instant stopping motion caused a shockwave of energy to burst away from the Crimson Arrow directly into the sea that was now below it. A tsunami formed as a result; Noylarlie did not care where it traveled and what it destroyed in the process. She slowly began to control the Crimson Arrow once again, this time through the skies of Earth.

      “You worry too much,” Noylarlie finally said on seeing the petrified look on Parcisei’s brown face. “Now take the helm. I have some searching to do!”
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* * *

      Skies above Dasht-e Kavir Desert Earth, Sol System

      “I don’t fucking believe it,” Gavin said upon witnessing the Crimson Arrow fly right past them only to stop on a dime in midair.

      All five pilots double-checked their sensor data to ensure what they saw was legit. And it was. Psionics can rewrite the laws of physics with their minds. I wish I could do that with my fighter!

      “All right, boys and girls, let’s go!” Aura said as her fighter broke off to pursue their target now, meandering through the skies of Iran. “Winston Churchill, this is Gladius one, tango has entered the atmosphere. I repeat, tango is in the atmosphere and is still in play,” Aura reported. “We are in pursuit!”

      “Confirmed,” Xavier transmitted back. “Take it to ’em!”

      It didn’t take long for the five fighters leaving the weightlessness of space to swoop down behind the Crimson Arrow like a group of hungry eagles.

      “I see ’em,” Aura announced. Her holographic targeting HUD loaded, displaying the Crimson Arrow. A targeting reticule appeared, forming a red circle around the imposing ship with the text “target locked” appearing shortly afterward. “Fox three!”

      A signal-guided plasma missile bolted through the skies, smashing into the shields of the Crimson Arrow. Blue ripples waved across, protecting the hull of the alien ship as the missile’s delivery of its plasma payload exploded. A five-on-one dogfight began as the Crimson Arrow started evasive rolls and dives.

      “Fox three!” Gavin announced over the radio as one of his plasma missiles launched, delivering the same dazzling display of colors upon impact.

      Green plasma bolts sprayed toward the five craft that were attacking, the Crimson Arrow managed to about face and bear its fangs. All five banked and veered away from doom, all five were now separated. Aura took a deep breath and propelled her fighter closer to the Crimson Arrow while unloading a torrent of bullets from her rail canon, streaks of red tracer formed lines that made small blue ripples against the Arrow’s rear shields, but only for a few seconds. The Crimson Arrow pulled up high and fast into the sky, out of visual range. She adjusted to track, but saw nothing but the blue skies and the glare from the sunlight.

      “Fox three!” she heard Orbital announce, there was a bright flash of light seconds later.

      As Aura came about, she found herself looking down toward the desert below. The Crimson Arrow wasn’t in sight, but Gavin’s fighter was…and another target. It wasn’t a ship, and it was gaining fast behind Gavin.

      “Gladius two, check your six!” she shouted and then lowered her craft to come behind the new target that joined the aerial dance. Upon closer inspection with her eyes and targeting scanner, the target was a floating Hashmedai with blue skin and long black hair. “Fuckin’ psionic in play! Break off and handle it!” Aura shouted.

      Gavin’s fighter banked toward the left, just in time as a barrage of white fireballs flew away from the psionic. Aura’s HUD reported another lock, this time on the psionic. “Fox one,” she called. Her payload left the confines of her fighter. It streaked toward its target only to stop midway and fall to the land below in an instant. The psionic spun her stunning body around to face Aura, and the two made direct eye contact. “You fucking bitch!” she exclaimed while her guns roared to retaliate.

      The psionic waved her hand from left to right, causing every bullet shot at her to stop moving and float in front of her. She then saw the psionic clap her hands, and the bullets launched back toward Aura. Her hands pulled up on her flight stick, avoiding most of the shots, though she felt her craft rumble violently during the ascent. A quick glance at her status hologram revealed her shields were down to 71 percent.

      Her fighter leveled out once again. Off in the distance she saw the Crimson Arrow making a run toward the Dasht-e Kavir crater, and below that Hijinks’s fighter came dangerously close to the ground following a barrel roll to shake off the psionic who now focused on her.

      “Gladius five, watch the deck!” Aura said.

      “I’m good, good,” said Hijinks as her fighter propelled away from a barrage of explosions caused by white fireballs. “Holy shit, guys, I’m picking up a second target, a transport.”

      Bollocks! We don’t need this right now. “Location?” Aura asked.

      She waited while Hijinks took in the information from her computers to report. “It’s leaving the Dasht-e Kavir prison!”

      Aura grimaced beneath her helmet upon hearing something was leaving the Dasht-e Kavir prison. And the fact that the Crimson Arrow was seemingly flying toward it suggested some kind of connection. “Gladius one to Winston Churchill, we have a second tango in play,” Aura reported.

      “Where did it come from?” asked Xavier.

      “Unknown, we didn’t pick it up until now, probably flying low to avoid detection.” Three white fireballs shot up toward Aura’s fighter from behind. An instant 180-degree turn of her craft revealed the psionic below and aiming her orange radiating arms toward her. “Gladius two, with me,” Aura asked of Gavin. “Gladius five deal with the transport, the rest of you take out that Crimson Arrow!”

      “Solid copy, lead,” Gavin replied.

      As instructed, Hijinks’s fighter bolted off on an intercept course to the newly discovered Hashmedai transport. Gavin and Aura formed up and then swooped down toward the psionic while Hammer and Orbital adjusted their course to lay into the Crimson Arrow.

      “All right, Penetrator,” Aura said, as the psionic’s presence got larger within her windshield. “You and I are gonna double penetrate her.”

      There was silence and then later snickering over the radio. “Oh…my,” was Gavin’s reply.
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* * *

      Dasht-e Kavir Crater, Earth, Sol System

      Whigli and Destiny returned to their seats up front in their transport while Eupiar rested her rattled body toward the back. Jazz and Veloshira secured their package, Danyal, next to her, and then gave Whigli the thumbs-up to take off.

      Jazz felt the soft rumble of the transport as it lifted off into the skies and then sat down, relieved that this leg of the operation was complete. Seconds before the words “good job” slipped out of his mouth; he heard Destiny curse as the proximity warning alarm began to pulse.

      “What is it now?” Jazz asked while his large body stormed toward the cockpit.

      “UNE fighter heading right for us!” Destiny said. “It’s coming in from the south.”

      “Which was our escape route toward the Arabian Sea,” Whigli said in a frustrated manner. Their lucky streak was bound to run dry soon. And he had a feeling it was going to be sometime within the next few minutes, as he saw the red dot on the forward computer terminal inch closer to the one of the blue dots that represented them.

      Wait, two blue dots?

      “Destiny,” Jazz said, pointing his index finger to the second blue dot on the screen. “Who the fuck is that?”

      She looked down at the screen. The newfound information caused her to frown. “The fuck? That wasn’t there a second ago.”

      “Well it’s right at the edge of the screen. It might have just popped in,” Jazz said.

      Destiny’s face curved toward Whigli and asked. “What do you got?”

      He closed his eyes to better focus and scanned the region psionic with his ESP. “It’s a Hashmedai ship.” He paused to process more information. “It has friends of its own, two UNE fighters.” The proximity alert blared louder, an attack was on its way, Jazz’s hands gripped the back of Whigli’s and Destiny’s chairs. “Hang on, guys!”

      A single plasma missile launched from the fighter thrust forward, leaving behind a straight white trail of mist. The missile exploded against the transport’s shields, causing it to break apart instantly. The lingering explosions caused by the plasma set the rear of the transport ablaze. Like the missile, the transport now left behind a steady stream of smoke. Black smoke.

      The blast was strong enough to cause everyone inside the transport to shift suddenly. Jazz nearly fell over, as he wasn’t sitting down and strapped in with a seat belt. That might be a good idea right about now, he thought and retreated toward the back seats. Sparks sprayed out from every terminal while black smoke slowly filled the interior from the back.

      “Shields down, and we got a fire in the back!” Whigli reported.

      “One shot?” Jazz said, buckling his seat belt. “That thing hits like a fucking truck!”

      “Taking evasive action.”

      “Crash the ship,” Destiny interrupted, unfazed by the small fire burning in front of her.

      “What?”

      “One more hit, and we’re all dead,” she added. “This ship is too old and was not made for combat to start with, so crash it, and they’ll give up and leave us.”

      An eerie silence followed as the horizon and the desert below it came into view from the windshield. The yellow sandy terrain quickly dominated everything in sight as Whigli yelled, “Brace for impact!”

      “Nice prison escape, pal,” Danyal whispered to Jazz.
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* * *

      Crimson Arrow above Dasht-e Kavir desert, Earth, Sol System

      “Oh, Noylarlie is going to want to see this!” Parcisei said to himself upon witnessing a Hashmedai transport ship crash-land in the desert below.

      “I already have.” Noylarlie’s voice echoed throughout the Crimson Arrow’s cockpit intercom.

      “Were you seriously listening?”

      “My mind is still partially linked to the ship,” she replied. “I’m heading over to look at the crash. Get those human attack ships away from me!”
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* * *

      The Crimson Arrow pivoted to face its attackers head-on and engaged in a back-and-forth exchange of plasma and rail gunfire and an invigorating show of evasive turns, rolls, and blue shield ripples as they got shot. Hijinks’s fighter doubled back to assist in the air show performance, as Noylarlie vanished from sight. A streak of blue light carried her away toward the crash site.

      “Come and get me!” Parcisei taunted.

      The Crimson Arrow quickly descended toward the surface, flying three meters above the arid and sandy landscape. It zigzagged between hills, large rocks, and small mountains, making it a hard target to tag while the three fighters’ gunfire rained down upon it. Small plumes of sand rose into the air with the shots that missed, and massive explosions sending sand and rocks up from the missiles that failed to connect. The Crimson Arrow didn’t falter from its course of navigating through the dry and rocky maze of the Earth below.
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* * *

      Dasht-e Kavir desert, Earth, Sol System

      Jazz was the last person to exit the downed transport that quickly burst into flames. Whigli managed to extend his psionic shield to cover everyone aboard just long enough to survive the impact and flee from the growing flames unscathed. In the distance, Jazz saw a red ship of Hashmedai design take on two, no three, UNE fighters. Give ’em hell! Those motherfuckers shot up my ride! Jazz thought.

      “Now what?” Eupiar asked.

      “We’re clear of the mind shield, but I don’t have much left in me to teleport all of us,” said Whigli with exhaustion in his voice. Jazz couldn’t tell if the heat was affecting his Hashmedai body, or he had overworked his mind with his psionics.

      “Save what power you have left for combat; there should be an HLF cell in Kashmar,” Destiny said. “We need to move on foot quickly before someone catches on that we’re alive.” Destiny looked around, assessing the environment they now found themselves in—a whole lot of sand, hills, mountains. “Wherever the fuck Kashmar is.”

      “I’ll find it,” Eupiar said, removing her laptop.

      Blue light flashed upon everyone at the crash, and it wasn’t Whigli’s handiwork. Turning around, Jazz saw a Hashmedai psionic hovering in the air above them. She had blue skin that glowed slightly as the cybernetics on her partly exposed upper body shimmered. Her long black hair was blowing in the wind; she was indeed a stunning yet familiar sight. Like a younger version of Phylarlie, just her skin was a shade darker than Phylarlie’s.

      Yet, he couldn’t help but think there was more to her familiar looks. He’d seen this woman before, and a psionic who looked like her, wore the same revealing outfit, same long hair. But where?

      The psionic lowered her body closer to the ground, but still hovered above it. She and Jazz made direct eye contact. He could tell that whatever thoughts were going through her head were probably the same ones that were going through his. She’d seen Jazz before, but couldn’t quite remember where.

      “Who the hell are you?” Jazz finally said in the Hashmedai language.

      “You speak our language? Not bad for a primitive creature,” she replied.

      “Unless you’re backup we weren’t aware of, get the fuck out of my way.”

      “Jazz!” Veloshira cried out from behind. “Please, Archmage, forgive him.” Veloshira stepped closer toward the psionic and knelt in front of her as if she was some kind of damn deity. “He doesn’t know.”

      The Archmage laughed in a devious manner while Jazz’s hand slowly reached back toward his katana. “What are you waiting for, human? Take a knee.”

      “I don’t bow to anyone,” Jazz defiantly said and then drew his blade. “Now step aside or help us. I’m having a terrible day right now.”

      “I insist,” the Archmage said and then snapped her fingers. Her telekinetic power overwhelmed Jazz’s body. It felt like hundreds of strong hands violently grabbed and forced his body to bow and kneel next to Veloshira. He was powerless. No part of his body responded to him except for his teeth, which ground furiously once he felt the heat of the sand in his kneecaps. “A fitting stance, for a human, in my presence.”

      Jazz heard Destiny’s rifle activate…and then softly fall in the sand. The Archmage’s hands extended toward her. He couldn’t see what she was doing to her, only hear. And what he heard was Eupiar screaming, Destiny gasping for air, and then a loud thud. Goddamn it! He saw a short blue streak of light flash. It brought Whigli behind the Archmage.
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* * *

      Whigli’s white fireballs blasted the Archmage from behind. He hoped it was enough to get her to focus on him, and less on his human friends below, namely Destiny, who lay next to the burning transport ship with a large bloody gash across the back of her head.

      Blue light carried the Archmage higher in the sky, white bursts of light temporarily blinded Whigli as her fiery wrath hit his psionic shields from above. He began to focus and jump ported in front of her, entering a dangerous game of chance. His mind was still weakened from the assault on the prison and keeping everyone alive during the crash. Whatever he did next, needed to be short, accurate, and deadly. And Veloshira called her an Archmage? A sacrifice on his part was the only thing that would get everyone out of this. The last time he tried to sacrifice himself, Chidorli was hit with a brainjack device, while he got to escape.

      Whigli’s cybernetic arms gathered energy and started to glow orange. He mentally prepared himself for a short jump port just in case this psionic before him counted with another blast of white fire or worse.

      She floated with her arms forward, slowly glowing orange like his, and then unexpectedly lost their glow. He saw lips curl, while her arms retracted back toward her sides. “Whigli…is that you?” she asked. “You don’t remember me, do you?”

      She knew his name…but how? No Archmages were aboard the command ship that invaded Earth. So that rules her out from being one of the psionics who lived through the invasion, though her younger age and red eyes gave that away. The eyes of every Hashmedai who was around during the invasion changed from red to orange by now, or orange to yellow. This woman, this Archmage, was from the empire, and she knew his name.

      It finally hit him. I must be getting old, he thought.

      “Noylarlie?” he said. The glowing in his arms dimmed. “Sorry, it’s been so long. I forgot about you.”

      “After everything I’ve done for you! You forgot?” she retorted. “The psionic training, keeping your sorry ass alive because you didn’t have what it took at the time to win Chidorli’s heart!” There was intense fury in her voice. She hadn’t changed at all or aged. “The space bridge…and for what?”

      “I’m sorry, I have a mission to complete, and it looked like you were here to interfere.”

      “A mission? With these humans? You serve them now? The race who allied themselves with the Radiance Union? The people who helped kill Chidorli?”

      “What?”

      “Oh, you didn’t know? She’s dead.”

      His heart began to beat in a manner it hadn’t in twenty-two years. In fact, the last time he felt it like this…was when he realized Chidorli was hit with the brainjack. And that she might die from the injuries. “No, you’re lying,” he said, terrified. “Jazz said he’s seen her in the empire.”

      Noylarlie’s mouth roared with laughter aimed directly toward his comment. “You’ll believe the word of a human over me? She is dead; the brainjacking killed her.”

      “No!”

      “I was hoping you had died with her—or at least died trying to avenge her! But it turns out, you are alive and slowly becoming a weak and pathetic old man.”

      Chidorli is gone…twenty-two years of hoping for the best. Believing she survived, believing she might have given birth to their child. False hope. And Jazz lied about it. “I tried…I tried to protect her; I offered to be the victim of the brainjack.”

      “And failed, just like how the empire failed her, you and all of the survivors from the attack on this world.” And then she whispered, “And it failed me.”

      “I…I.”

      “Get out of my sight, old man.”

      Whigli’s shields rippled and flashed as a burst of energy was hurled towards him from Noylarlie. A second blast sent his body tumbling to the surface below.
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* * *

      With Whigli dealt with, Noylarlie’s gaze returned below to the crashed transport. She saw that human who spoke the Hashmedai language was still bound by her psionic chains. And a path of footprints in the sands, leading away from the crash. Her head tilted upward, and she saw the individual responsible for the footprints. It was Danyal, the half-breed Hannah told her about. He was running away. Cute, she thought, and then blue light swiftly carried her away to appear directly in front of him.

      He stopped instantly upon seeing her; there was a heightened level of wariness in his eyes. His run away from the crash turned into a run back toward it, but only briefly, Noylarlie jump ported in front of him yet again. Her heckling sent a critical message to him, one she wanted him to know very well: she had the power.

      Noylarlie’s cybernetic implants across her body started to glow brightly as she entered a trance. Seconds later, she and Danyal vanished from sight, swept away from the brilliant blue light of her teleport.
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* * *

      Skies above Dasht-e Kavir Desert Earth, Sol System

      “It’s going up!” Aura reported upon seeing the Crimson Arrow ascend from its run close to the surface.

      Her holographic HUD reported a lock on the rising Hashmedai ship. “Fox three, fox three!” she announced, and then her thumb pressed down on the missile launch button.

      The contrail of her plasma missile raced toward the Crimson Arrow. Seconds before impact, the Crimson Arrow zipped into the vacuum of space at sublight speeds. Her launched radar guided missile was now confused as to what do and self-detonated midair in a green and flaming display of energy discharge.

      “Fuck me,” Gavin’s voice transmitted over the radio.

      Aura’s helmet counseled the rage flowing across her soft ebony face. She was, after all, leading the first real combat mission with the UNE fleet and with that unexpected jump into sublight speed, about to become the first combat mission that failed to complete its objective. Not something she wanted to go down in history for.

      “Everyone form up,” Aura ordered. “We’re going to chase! Get ready for sublight.”
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      Dasht-e Kavir Desert, Earth, Sol System

      One crate of supplies was salvaged from the crash of the transport, and it brought anger to Jazz, especially when he saw no food rations within the burned crate. At least they had water; how long that was going to last was another story. Eupiar and Veloshira were going to need it the most, given their Hashmedai bodies and low tolerance for the heat.

      On the plus side, there were fewer bodies to provide for; Whigli’s body was nowhere to be found after hours of searching the surrounding area. And Danyal was straight up snatched by that Archmage. What angered him and Destiny the most was that Veloshira could have stopped him from running in the first place, and did nothing but continue to bow. Speaking of which, Jazz never got answers from Veloshira.

      His hands held on to two water bottles and walked over to Veloshira who sat in the shade next to a large rock as the heat was taking its toll on her quickly. He knelt down toward the petite assassin and extended one of the water bottles toward her.

      “Figured you’ll need this more than the rest of us,” he said. Her hand slowly moved over to grab it, and then he pulled the bottle away from her. “First, I need to know why you let Danyal go.”

      Veloshira frowned and gave Jazz a ferocious gaze with her orange eyes, a gaze he had never seen before. Her hand shot up again, this time grabbing the bottle away from Jazz. Her Hashmedai speed was too much for him that time. She held the bottle to her lips, draining it of its contents in one long continuous gulp.

      “It was necessary,” was her reply after tossing the empty bottle into the sunlight.

      “He could be the future emperor. He’s of the imperial family, and you let him go?”

      “Have you forgotten what I said? Y’lin will not accept him; it will be assassins like us who will be ordered to end him, should he be in the position to take the throne.”

      “That’s not the point!” His hands held on to her shoulders and he leaned his head closer to her face. “Destiny lost her fucking husband to get this far! You single-handedly made this operation a waste of time!”

      “You really are forgetful. You are making our operation a waste of time. And continue to do so.”

      “Oh please.”

      She hissed her fangs aggressively at him and said, “We are here to kill Chris Boyd and the president of Earth. I came close to Boyd, but he slipped away, and we haven’t done anything productive since then!”

      “I told you, we’ll get to it.”

      “I’ve had enough! I am the master, and you are the apprentice. We will break off from these humans and find our targets alone. Or else.”

      He loosened the grip around her shoulders after processing what she said. “Or else what?”

      “If you hesitate to follow my lead, I will kill you.” She pushed her hands hard across his chest, causing him to slightly fall backward. “Then I’ll kill Destiny and place that half-breed in an imperial zoo.”

      “We’re lost in a fucking desert, and you want to break off the people who can get us out of here?”

      “We can stay with them for now.” The second bottle of water was quickly snatched away by Veloshira’s hands. “But we will be returning to the Silver Raven. Do you understand?”

      He replied sarcastically. “Yes…master.”

      “Jazz!” Destiny called out from the still burning transport. He turned around to look at her and the bandage around her head. “Stop flirting with Vel. We need to get moving!”
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* * *

      Asteroid Belt, Sol System

      “Steady as she goes!” Gavin said as he jerked his fighter away from a stray asteroid.

      The pursuit of the Crimson Arrow lasted over an hour, taking the five Solaris fighters directly into the asteroid belt beyond Mars. The Crimson Arrow swerved into and out of sight as its trajectory used the asteroids as cover from missile strikes and rail gunfire. Gavin started to become concerned after losing contact with the Hashmedai ship for more than thirty seconds. With all the floating mountainous objects in the way, the Crimson Arrow could very well be lurking around the corner, setting up an ambush for the five.

      Seconds turned into minutes, while the five fighters split up to conduct a larger search of the asteroid field. There was nothing; the only form of heat came from the small mining operations on a few of the asteroids. The Crimson Arrow had to have cut its engines somehow to mask its presence. A searchlight lit up the surface of one asteroid Gavin flew in front of. Upon closer inspection, he noticed a crevasse with a deep gash along the surface of it, a perfect hiding spot.

      “Check for openings; it may be hiding inside one!” Gavin transmitted.

      Nearly an hour had passed; the asteroids he was attending to had no alien ship hiding inside. Pulling up, he saw the rest of his team, doing the same thing, searching asteroid after asteroid with their white blinding searchlights. An alarm sounded, and a heat source was located, which later translated into a red dot on his holographic display. It was the Crimson Arrow. Plasma launched upward, tearing the shields of Hijinks’s fighter to pieces.

      “Shit!” she yelled over the radio.

      “Five, move now!”

      “You don’t need to tell me twice!”

      Gavin piloted his craft toward the green bolts; the Crimson Arrow flew out from a massive crater on the underside of an asteroid and disappeared from his sight behind another. Seconds later, he heard Hammer in a panic screaming. “I’m hit, I’m hit!”

      Gavin turned his craft around the hulk of space rock witnessing the Crimson Arrow soar away while Hammer’s fighter spiraled out of control and was burning. “Eject, eject, eject!” Gavin pleaded, and then the fighter was no more, crashing into a nearby asteroid, giving it a new crater. “Oh, fucking hell.”

      “I’m good!” Hammer’s voice echoed across the radio.

      A quick scan transmitted data to Gavin’s holo HUD, one escape pod with positive vital signs. Thank the lord, he thought and adjusted course to track the Crimson Arrow, it was making an escape toward Jupiter. Gavin primed his engines to chase once again. That was until Aura radioed to everyone, “Stand down. We can’t finish this.”

      “What?” Gavin said.

      “We’re down one fighter and another with no shields and heavy damage. We struggled to do this with five. I don’t wanna know what will happen with three,” Aura said.

      “Copy that,” Gavin reluctantly said. “Hijinks, you able to make it back?”

      “System is shot to hell,” Hijinks said. “No way will I make it without a tow.”

      Gavin moaned heavily within his helmet and said. “Then there’s Hammer in his pod.”

      “The John F. Kennedy is close by,” Orbital transmitted over the radio. “I’ll transmit our location for a rescue. Y’all can return to the Winston Churchill, I’ll watch over ‘em.”

      “Why you?” Gavin asked.

      “Because I have more missiles ready than the rest of you, not to mention full shields,” Orbital said. “Besides, look at the location of the Crimson Arrow, I doubt it’s going to return anyway; ain’t no point in having the whole gang sit here.”

      “Very well, then, keep them safe,” Aura said as her craft turned around. “Returning to Winston Churchill.”

      “Solid copy lead, I’ll sing some good ol’ country music songs to keep ‘em calm,” Orbital said.

      There was some laugher over the radio, then Hijinks’s voice said. “I’ll pay you a lot of credits if you don’t.”
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* * *

      Crimson Arrow, Jupiter Orbit, Sol System

      The Crimson Arrow began its flyby of Jupiter after its defiant escape from its human pursuers. One of many hurdles Noylarlie would have to deal with as two human battleships emerged over the horizon of the gas giant, on a direct course toward the Crimson Arrow. Her psionic mind in conjunction with the ships computers detected swarms of fighters from both ships launching toward the Crimson Arrow.

      Danyal had remained silent for most of the trip until, holding on to his wounds and constantly speaking in the human language, something Noylarlie never got around to learning, and neither did Parcisei. There was a level of…aggression in Danyal’s tone, and it wasn’t helping with the new challenge she was now faced with.

      “Find a way to tell him to shut up, or I will cut off his tongue, with my mind,” Noylarlie said to Parcisei.

      “If we don’t escape from these human ships, his rambling will be the least of our concerns!”

      The human ships got closer; Noylarlie detected the presence of another larger human battleship changing its course farther out in the system. And two Radiance cruisers in orbit around Earth powering their engines, most likely to join the party around Jupiter. She glanced out of the windshield, and debated about her next action. The Crimson Arrow wasn’t powerful enough to fight a group this large or fast enough to outpace them in a run back toward the nearest space bridge, ten light-years away. The gigantic ball of gas clouds below her…it was the only option that repeatedly popped into her thoughts—fly into the atmosphere of Jupiter.

      She wasn’t fully aware of what human ships were capable of, but judging by their size and design, they were probably not meant for atmospheric flight, let alone atmospheric flight through a gas giant. Even Radiance ships didn’t fare well in conditions like that unless they had a powerful psionic team aboard. The destination was chosen, and the nose of the Crimson Arrow was deliberately inclined toward the swirling lines of clouds of Jupiter.

      As the world got closer through the windshield, Noylarlie’s mind started a systemwide shutdown of noncritical systems throughout the ship. The shields were going to need every last bit of power for protection from the intense winds and pressure. Gravity would be an issue as well, even in the upper atmosphere. Parcisei and Danyal would have to enter cryostasis, while Noylarlie would have to use her psionics to prevent her body from being crushed under its newfound weight.

      Minutes passed and the Crimson Arrow began to slow sink into the sea of dark clouds below while nothing but silence was heard throughout the interior of the Crimson Arrow. Both Parcisei and Danyal had entered cryo as she requested not long ago. The human attack fleet above them, held their spot above Jupiter where the Crimson Arrow entered, tracking her movement, and waiting for her to make her escape again. This brought up the next hurdle, escape. Noylarlie couldn’t stay here; flying though Jupiter’s skies forever, she’d need a way out, and soon, ideally one that didn’t involve surrendering to the humans.

      Her back inclined backward in her chair, while she used her psionic mind to counter the crushing gravitational pull on her body. There was nothing but crimson skies directly outside the windshield, and the consistent blue and purple flickering of the ship’s shields as brutal winds struck against it. It was a calming experience surprisingly, knowing that a vast void of gasses, storms, and thunder strikes existed below with no end in sight.

      And her mother’s voice calling her name.
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* * *

      Northern Canada, Sol System

      Whigli stood perched on a snow-covered mountain peak overlooking the location of the HLF base—rather, what was left of it. UNE fighters swarmed in circles around it after an hour-long bombardment of the region with their plasma missiles. He teleported here with the last bit of psionic strength he had left after Noylarlie put him down into the excruciating hot sands out in Iran.

      He had to come back here, not just because his body could cool off and his mind could rest, but also because he couldn’t bear to look at or talk with the others. Leaping away to defend them blindly, he discovered that the person attacking was Noylarlie, a woman he owed a lot to, now more than ever. Noylarlie opened his eyes once again; the truth was clear. Hannah lied, Jazz lied, and humans lied. Everyone around him was deceptive and couldn’t be trusted, as they all had their own plans. Plans that required him to be used.

      Hannah and Destiny only wanted him around because of his psionic gifts and his ability to recruit other Hashmedai into the HLF during its early days. He had a use, and they exploited it, just like how the Hashmedai Empire treated its psionics. Force them to train, undergo augmentation, and then ship them out to wherever the empire demanded. Parents protecting their children from suffering such a fate were executed just like his father. And said children were taken away anyway, only to die on some faraway world…like Chidorli.

      Jerut, the Celestial Order, the empire, Radiance and humans—if none of them existed, if none of them did the things they did, Chidorli would still be alive. Radiance made the brainjack device, a Radiance officer fired it into Chidorli, pressured by humans to save their pathetic world from a pointless invasion from the empire, and an invasion engineered by the Celestial Order.

      And what came out of it? A new adversary, the UNE, one that could create imbalance throughout the galaxy if left alone or merge with the Radiance Union, making them stronger. No, he thought. This needs to stop now. The order, empire, union, and UNE all must be punished. They all must be reduced to ashes. They all must suffer the wrath of Whigli’s growing hatred for galactic nations trying to impose their idea of order on everyone.

      He began to conjure a list of names, targets within his head. A hit list. Gengei the Radiance commander, who wielded and fired the brainjack device into Chidorli’s head, and thus brought about her eventual death. He left Earth to head toward Lejorania Sanctum along with Chloe, her friends, and cowardly human refugees. On that note of Chloe, she was there when Chidorli got brainjacked; she, her sister, and Gavin were all there supporting the operation. In fact, Gavin’s actions resulted in Chidorli being targeted over Whigli. His hit list grew.

      Then there is Paryo, the empress and her daughter. They attacked Earth. Yes, the Celestial Order manipulated the attack in the first place; nevertheless, they played right into it without thinking things over. The imperial family got to decide who lived and died within and outside the empire while living a comfortable lifestyle. Those with psionics living within the imperial family don’t even have to attend psionic training or go to war. How lucky for them.

      In the distance, he saw several UNE transport ships descend from the clouds, landing next to the now exposed entry point to the HLF base. He couldn’t help but laugh. Not long ago, he would have rushed in to help them fight. Now he watched and hoped that they all died. He hoped that the fight would result in massive deaths on both sides. The first part of his plans for vengeance was already moving forward, and he didn’t have to do anything except watch and refuse to help the people who used him for victory.

      The crunching sound of a set of footsteps crushing snow and ice between each step crept up behind Whigli. Someone was coming. Whoever it was, this was going to be an interesting battle should they be here for a fight; his psionic mind hadn’t fully recovered. He spun around and saw a woman, a human woman, approaching from behind. She was armed, but kept her weapon holstered and had a smug grin on her face.

      After several seconds of eye contact, the woman asked, “So why don’t you support your friends down below?”

      “Friends?” Whigli said, staring back at the battle below. “I have no friends. The last person important to me died twenty-two years ago.”

      “And you’ve been stuck here on this rock ever since, abandoned by your country.” There was no sound coming out of his lips. The only sounds were explosions and gunfire, echoing from below. “Look, I’m here to talk.”

      “I figured so, but I’m not interested in your kind anymore.”

      “I want to offer you something,” she said. “A way out. A way off this planet.”

      He chuckled. After all, he just went through in his head, yet another person, a human, wants to use him for something, “Why would you do that?”

      “I know all about you…Whigli,” she said, standing next to him, watching the battle unfold. “I know that you were sent here by the Celestial Order, yet you weren’t fully onboard with their plans. More like a gun for hire rather than a fully dedicated member. Now you’re stuck here, like the other Hashmedai. But you’re not like them. You weren’t supposed to be here; you were never in the military or recruited to be a shipboard psionic.”

      “How do you know this?” he asked, facing her.

      “The Whisper and EISS share information now and then,” she replied. “The name’s Hawke, Kasidey Hawke.”

      EISS, I should have known, he thought and said nothing more to her.

      “Yeah, I get it, you don’t trust me, I don’t blame you, and I’d have my doubts if I were in your shoes,” Kasidey said. “But think of it this way. I took a big risk coming here to speak to you. You could kill me right now with your psionic might if you wanted to; all I got is a damn pistol. If I wanted you dead, I would have called in for an airstrike up here, but I didn’t.”

      “What do you want from me?”

      “Two things—meet a friend of mine, and keep that anger, hate, and remorse you have building up inside of you flowing.”

      There was no doubt in his mind she was planning to use him, and so he agreed to her terms. For he had come up with a plan of his own, one that would make him do exactly what everyone around him had been doing to him for years—using people to get what he wanted. Kasidey Hawke and the EISS would be first victims if things went right.
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* * *

      HLF Headquarters, Northern Canada, Sol System

      Chloe’s rifle finished discharging, putting down the last HLF fighter within the dark corridors, corridors full of blood and body parts from human and Hashmedai followers. She along with Sarah and Chris took point in the door-to-door search and destroy mission, one that was a long time coming. Hannah was down here, somewhere in one of these rooms, according to Sarah’s and Chris’s memories.

      Chloe had hoped to encounter that bitch who put a bullet in her and in Ella’s head. Destiny. It was bad enough she escaped from the fiasco in Vancouver. But nobody gets what they want in life, Destiny was nowhere to be found. Perhaps Jacob’s team in the other sections got her. Or maybe she was killed in the opening bombardments. Who knows. Then there was Jazz, once again allying himself with the wrong side. Part of her hoped that he lived, so that he could learn his lesson by sitting in a prison cell for supporting the Hashmedai during the invasion, and then coming back to support the HLF.

      But who was she kidding? The voices. That vision. Jazz was linked to it somehow. Her only chance at finding answers was going to revolve around him being alive.

      “Here!” Sarah shouted while pointing to a door they were quickly approaching. “This is her room.”

      Chloe instructed her two teammates to stand on either side of the door; a breach was in the making. Chris placed a square-shaped device that stuck directly into the middle of the door. It was a plasma explosive, or P-4, as EDF members commonly called it. Chloe stood facing the door, held her rifle forward, and waited for the device to explode with its superheated force. And it did just that; it reduced the metallic sliding door to burning and melted scraps of metal. The explosion caused their shields to flicker briefly. Chloe quickly checked the status of her and her team’s shield strength via her helmet’s HUD: 79 percent, good enough.

      The three swarmed into the bedroom. This was indeed Hannah’s room. The dark gothic look was exactly how it was described to Chloe. As expected, four armed HLF guards were inside. They stood up after the blast knocked them down only to be greeted by the breaching EDF team. They instantly sat back down on the floor in a bloody mess as Chloe, Sarah, and Chris’s rifles terminated them without bias. There was just one target remaining, and she lay on her bed, seemingly oblivious to what had just happened.

      Chloe could tell that Sarah wanted to shoot, but she knew she wouldn’t. Gunning down an unarmed enemy wasn’t her thing, or anyone else’s. Chloe walked toward the bed, her sights aiming through the holographic targeting scanner of her weapon. Hannah’s body rose from her bed when Chloe got close enough, like a zombie coming back from the dead.

      “It’s over, Hannah,” Chloe said. “Give up now.”

      Ignoring her words, Hannah allowed her feet to hit the cold metallic floor, and she walked toward the three. She was wearing a black velvet bustier dress. Brave, Chloe thought as she and the rest of her team kept their rifles pointed toward Hannah, their fingers placed just before the trigger, waiting for something unexpected.

      Hannah began to speak. “They watched her with their weapons pointed, listening to her words. Chris wondered if she was insane. Perhaps he’d just pull the trigger and end her suffering. But no, he wouldn’t; he was a soldier, one who followed orders.”

      Who the hell is she talking to?

      “They all are, they won’t shoot her, but yet they wonder. Why? Why is she talking like this? Why isn’t she afraid? Why did she allow such a group like the HLF to exist? What does she say? It was necessary?” Hannah’s slender fingers stroked the barrel of Chloe’s rifle, and then she smiled warmly at her. “Because it was critical that the events that unfolded over the last few years will help define humanity? Help independent thought to exist long after the cavernous jaws of the Radiance Union swallow it whole? Help set off events that will allow Hannah to leave this world?”

      A spine-chilling gaze from Hannah’s eyes pierced through into Chloe’s mind as Hannah continued to speak. “Ah, Chloe, she knows what’s really going on now, or rather she will soon—very, very soon! Fiesei, in some strange way, was right. Chaos creates ideas, ideas live forever, and the idea of humanity holding on to its freedoms even after assimilation will live on forever. One day, someone will rise; pass on those ideas to not just humans of the future, but those souls within Radiance. Rise; create the union the galaxy needs. Maybe that’s enough for now. These soldiers want to do their job and leave.”

      Hannah’s arms rose in a please-handcuff-me manner toward Chloe, and she spoke again. “Reluctantly, she offers herself to her captors. Not because it’s the only choice, but because it is the choice that led her down the path. Toward the locked gates, for she, Hannah Grey, daughter of Alisha Levesque, is the key. Oh, Mommy, you’re going to be so proud!” Hannah’s face tilted toward the ceiling, officially ending her long and maniacal soliloquy.

      Chloe was glad none of them shot her. Hannah was crazy and quite possibly couldn’t be held accountable for the things she had done. But at the same time, Chloe had a bad feeling as she placed the woman in custody; an uneasy feeling that she was doing something wrong.

      The three began to walk out, dragging Hannah away in handcuffs. Chloe was seconds away from reporting with the rest of the UNE team of their success when a voice spoke. “Remember this day well. It is the start of the celestial ascension.” She didn’t recognize the voice, though it sounded like a woman. And it sure as hell wasn’t Sarah or Hannah. If Chloe didn’t know any better, the voice came from her head…oh god, not again.

      What the fuck? Chloe’s thoughts echoed after hearing the voice.

      “The celestial ascension, Chloe!” Hannah interrupted during her escort out. “You, Jazz, and Noylarlie are finishing the tasks you started years ago.”
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* * *

      Earth Cube, Geneva, Earth, Sol System

      “Excellent,” Crimei said as he, Mariana, and Fiesei watched the news pour in regarding the HLF’s demise on a holographic TV screen.

      News reports from across the globe reported on the downfall of the HLF base. The news of the UNE’s victory, however, resulted in a level of chaos nobody expected. Every single Hashmedai member who was present during the attack was killed; even those who surrendered were executed on the spot. Only human HLF members who surrendered were spared, including the mastermind of the operation, Hannah.

      “The downfall of this terror group will make it easier for us to detain Hashmedai,” Mariana said. “Though, I’m worried about the flak that might come about as a result of this.”

      “I wouldn’t worry about it,” said Fiesei. “The Linl republic had similar things happen within the streets of our cities when the announcement to join the union was made.” He leaned his body closer to Crimei. “What do you think?”

      “Personally I’d still like to give it a few more years,” he replied. “But you are the expert regarding this.”

      Mariana wanted to agree with Crimei. The safest path would be to make the joining of the union something that occurs over several years. Assuming the Hashmedai don’t return to Earth to finish the job during that time.

      “I assure you, any political fallout will be forgotten in the history books,” Fiesei said to Mariana. “Your name will be remembered as the Earth leader who brought the human race to its rightful place in the stars, the sixth member of the Radiance Union.”

      A place in the history books of the human race…and quite possibly the history books regarding civilization in this corner of the galaxy. The thought made her smile. “May the gods’ light shine upon you,” she said, patting Fiesei’s shoulder.

      Those words were something she needed to get used to saying; it was after all the final part of her recent conversion to the Radiance religion.

      In the hours following the downfall of the HLF, protests worldwide slowly broke out. Most of them were from the Hashmedai communities in a rage that the UNE refused to show any quarter to the Hashmedai members of the HLF but wasted no time sparing the lives of the human members. Humans who sympathized with the Hashmedai ended up joining the protests and clashed with counter-protesters who praised the defeat of the HLF.

      Existing HLF cells around the world were discovered after the UNE took control of their databases, resulting in a massive crackdown. Midnight raids, led by UNE and Radiance disrupted life within the communities where suspected HLF members or people who assisted them lived, triggering more riots and protests.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      Transports carrying the UNE teams who bested the HLF docked within the main hangar bay of the Winston Churchill several hours after the battle had ended. The doors swung open, and Chloe saw the flight deck crew zipping back and forth in zero-g aided by tiny jets mounted to their jumpsuit belts. They were maintaining fighters, parking transport ships, or directing traffic for the rest of the incoming transports and their marine occupants.

      Chloe floated away from the interior of the craft while one of her hands held on firmly around the skinny arm of their captured target, Hannah. Sarah and Chris floated out shortly afterward, talking about the great victory they achieved and how both of them couldn’t wait to get back to the cross-training program they originally came all the way out here for in the first place.

      Gavin’s and Jessica’s bodies levitated out from the cockpits of their fighters, while they removed their helmets. Judging by the tired looks on their faces, it would seem they just got back from a long operation themselves. Chloe suddenly felt some resistance from her captured enemy. Hannah’s arms jerked, trying to pull away from Chloe and toward Gavin. He watched the brief struggle unfold from the nose of his fighter.

      “Gavin, you are a stunning man!” Hannah yelled to him. “I need you to fertilize my eggs. It is necessary.”

      “OK, that’s enough!” Chloe injected and aggressively grabbed Hannah’s head, ignoring the fact that Hannah’s long back floating hair was getting in her eyes.

      “Don’t be bashful! It will be a fun experience! Just pretend I’m Anna; just pretend it is the night she got pregnant. Do it.”

      Hannah’s body became limp and submissive again. Chloe was once again in control of their microgravity escort of their captured prisoner.
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* * *

      Hannah was placed in the brig; her cell was next to Ella’s. Though it was to be temporary, Ken was to take Hannah to the main EISS HQ in Geneva for interrogation. Kasidey never reported back after the operation, a small team began a search for her in the area. Afterward, Chloe was called into Xavier’s office for debriefing.

      Michei and Xavier floated next to each other, while Chloe entered along with Gavin, Sarah, and Chris—nobody else, which she thought was odd, considering there were others like Jacob’s team who were on the raid. And Gavin? Wouldn’t his debrief be separate? He wasn’t on the ground and was called away to take on another task. She expected a hero’s welcome upon entering, but what she got was something much worse.

      “I’m going to make this quick since I’m fuckin’ tired and want answers from you four now,” Xavier said, with anger in his voice. “How long did you have that gem? And why didn’t you tell us it was the source of the psionic activity we discovered?”

      Chloe’s chest felt like it sank into a pit of fire. She also saw the look on Gavin’s face change drastically upon hearing Xavier. All the while, Chris and Sarah seemed staggered and confused. Nobody spoke of course; they couldn’t. Chris and Sarah knew nothing of this, while Gavin and Chloe stared at each other for a few seconds, both of them debating how to explain this situation.

      “Are you talking about the gem Ella found?” Chris asked.

      “Michei tells me he spoke to Ella, who then claimed you guys brought it aboard. Seeing as how your arrival aboard my ship came at the same time we picked up the psionic energy spike, I’m starting to believe it was true,” said Xavier.

      “That’s because it is true, sir,” Chloe finally confessed. She saw Gavin’s face get red.

      “You five knowingly brought an alien device aboard my ship, without our knowledge and kept it secret this whole time?” Xavier said.

      “No, sir, Sergeant Boyd and Vaughan had no knowledge of this,” Chloe said. “They don’t need to be here.”

      “Yes, they do, because as of right now you and Chambers are relieved of your duties and are to be confined to quarters until further notice,” Xavier said and then faced Sarah and Chris. “Sergeant Vaughan, Sergeant Boyd, you two are now leaders of your team for the time being.”

      “Sir, if I may.”

      “That device probably is the reason you and Dr. Lynn are still alive. Yes, I get that, Major. Nonetheless, you don’t know what you are handlin’. Dr. Lynn’s actions are proof of that. Michei says it’s a totem of evil, and while I don’t fully believe in Radiance mysticism, I do believe you might have opened up Pandora’s box.” Xavier continued his grilling. “And didn’t you include in your report of a gem-like object interacting with the Hashmedai commander you encountered on the command ship?”

      “Yes, sir,” Chloe said.

      “The same commander you claimed turned into a psionic zombie as a possible result of being in possession of the gem?” Chloe nodded to Xavier. “And now you’re playing around with such a device, keeping it secret.” She remained silent, attempting to think of one last thing in defense of their actions, but such a thing never came to her mind. What they did was wrong. Being straight up, as a soldier and former US marine, she should have known better. “Well then, get the fuck outta me sight before I decided to have you put in the brig instead,” Xavier said, ending the meeting.
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* * *

      Michei stepped into his quarters, and as the sliding doors shut, he sighed. He was starting to like and respect Chloe. But their actions weren’t something that he could turn away from, should the gods learn of their heretic ways. He removed the growing thought from his head, and focused on the truth of the matter; he reported them. Actions were taken; the gods can’t blame him for any wrongdoing. He was safe.

      “EVE, lights,” he requested. As tired as he was, he needed to find his data pad. There was a new message notification that he never got the chance to read because of the discovery of the heretic acts of Chloe, Gavin, and Ella.

      The lighting in his quarters went from dark, to brightly lit as per his preset settings. An unwelcome figure sat in one of his chairs at the far end of the room, a human woman, the one they recovered from Vancouver along with Ken.

      “Hello,” Kasidey said and crossed her legs.

      His firm composure remained unchanged as he asked. “What are you doing here, human?”

      “You know, few people in the Radiance Union know of the gems or that the heretics, the Celestial Order value them.” Her fist unclenched and unveiled an oddly shaped data crystal with a small circular device mounted to one side of it. “Do you know what this is?”

      “You have no right to be in here,” Michei said, turning toward the door. “I’m going to report.”

      “Freeze and stand by,” she shouted into the data crystal. Her request caused him to do exactly that. He stopped moving and stood still, as if he were a statue. Rising up from her chair, she stepped toward him. “Agent seven-two-two-oh-eight, prepare to receive true memories and report.”
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* * *

      Lights, computers, and holograms aboard the bridge of the Winston Churchill flickered on and off, and then eventually off. Turning it into a black room, the only source of light was the stars in from the windows.

      “Well…shit,” Cdr. Cassandra Benally said. “Report.”

      “As soon as my computer is working, I will, ma’am!” said Ensign Lu.

      Benally’s hand activated her earpiece communicator. “Bridge to engine room, what is going on?” she asked. There was no reply. “Bridge to engine room, this is Commander Benally. Please respond.”
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* * *

      Chloe couldn’t help but laugh at the irony that she and Sarah now faced. Not too long ago Sarah offered to leave these quarters and go someplace else. Now she’s done just that, though the circumstances are quite different. The dimmed lights within her quarters flickered, and then shut off completely. Whatever, she thought; she was still relatively jaded about what had transpired earlier.

      Suddenly, there was light. Only it wasn’t from the lights in her quarters, and it was bright enough that she had to shield her eyes from the burst. It was also blue and vanished as quickly as it illumined her room.

      A psionic teleportation.

      “Oh, what the fuck!” she yelled.

      “Don’t be alarmed, we’ll bring you right back,” a voice said from the darkness.
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* * *

      Location unknown, Sol System

      Chloe’s comforting bed was replaced with solid and cold concrete. She rose upon noticing she had been teleported off the Winston Churchill. Back on Earth, by the looks of the sunlight bleeding in to what appeared to be a warehouse, judging by the large shipping crates and dust-covered forklifts.

      Behind her Chloe saw Kasidey and Whigli. That explains who teleported in and then out with her. How they pulled it off was another story. The mind shield of the Winston Churchill was programmed to prevent all Hashmedai from teleporting in or using any psionics within the ship, much like with Radiance ships. Though that was the least of her worries, this was a straight-up abduction being conducted by an EISS agent, by the looks.

      Chloe gripped the collar of Kasidey’s top, while her swinging hand formed into a fist, ready and waiting for a fight. “Hawke, what the fuck is going on?” Chloe asked her.

      “Got a live one here,” said Kasidey. “Whigli, if you will.”

      Fuck this, Chloe thought and her fist charged toward Kasidey’s face, stopping halfway there. The invisible grip of telekinesis held it in its place. “Whatever the fuck you are planning, I will make your ass pay dearly for it!” Chloe said as the fingers gripping Kasidey were ripped away with the aid of Whigli’s mind.

      Chloe’s body levitated off the floor and remained hovering. She was paralyzed all across her body except her face. Every thought of performing an action felt like it was being tossed away. She gritted her teeth, as the stress of being defenseless and immobile created a cocktail of anger, pouring all over her already bitter mood.

      “Oh, you were not mistaken at all,” a voice called out from behind a cargo container.

      “Who the hell are you?” a frustrated and antagonized Chloe shouted.

      A man emerged from the cargo container in question. He wore an expensive fedora on his head, a matching business suit, and a tie. He stepped towards Chloe’s floating body, and while he stared at her from top to bottom, a grin slowly formed across his face.

      “Vaish,” he said. “It’s been so long. I thought I’d lost you.”

      Is he talking to me? “The name is Chloe Vaughan. You have me confused.”

      “No I don’t believe so Vaish.” His head tilted upward, making direct eye contact with her; they were as green as hers. “You really don’t remember?”

      “And she won’t until we find the data crystal, Fiesei,” Kasidey added.

      “Fiesei,” Chloe mumbled to herself. Hannah spoke of that name. Looking at the man again and processing the fact that Fiesei is a Radiance name meant that this man, this Fiesei, is a Linl. A Linl wearing human clothing. The last time she encountered ones like that, they turned out to be members of the Celestial Order, infiltrating human society.

      “Fiesei is one of many names I have, just like you, Vaish.”

      “Stop calling me that!”

      He continued to speak, paying no mind to her last outburst. “Your friends aboard the Winston Churchill, the EISS and HLF, call you Chloe. However, they call me, Deep Throat.”
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      Noylarlie opened her eyes and found herself back on Paryo, back in the imperial palace, back in Akeia’s bed. Her cybernetic implants shined as the dim crimson sunrise entered through the window. A part of her mind knew this wasn’t the present day, but she didn’t care. Her days here, riding his cock just before they went to sleep, were one of the better moments of her life after leaving the psionic training facility.

      She rolled over on top of his body and lowered her head toward his bare chest to brush her tongue across it. Only…it was different. In fact, it wasn’t even him. Pulling her head away, she saw that Akeia’s naked body was replaced with Danyal’s. The shock of the discovery startled her, nearly tossing her off the bed onto the floor.

      “Why did you stop?” It was Hannah’s voice, and then later Hannah’s hands as they slid down Noylarlie’s bare arms, almost embracing her from behind. “You don’t like my gift?”

      “This isn’t Akeia; it’s that half-breed.”

      “He’s gone, Noylarlie, you know that. This is the next best thing; it’s his flesh and blood!”

      The entire chamber vanished into that of one with an unfamiliar design. The outside of the window revealed the night skies of a human city, though it was quite different from what she learned of it via the knowledge network. It was Earth before the invasion by the looks of things.

      She was interrupted by the sound of a human woman screaming in ecstasy. Noylarlie turned around and clenched her fists. It was Akeia thrusting his hard shaft into a human female and enjoying every second of it. She wanted to look away, but Hannah wouldn’t have it. Noylarlie’s attempts of turning ended up making the entire session repeat, with her looking right at Akeia and his hips moving at a rapid pace.

      “This is how Danyal came to be,” Hannah softly whispered in Noylarlie’s ear.

      “He’s Akeia’s son.”

      Noylarlie was now free-floating through the atmosphere of Jupiter, unaffected by its gravity, pressure, temperatures, or lack of breathable air. The Crimson Arrow was nowhere to be seen. A lightning bolt brightened the thick cloudy and stormy skies, blowing her black hair all over the place. Below her, she heard a voice call to her for help; it begged and begged. She kicked her legs, swimming through the clouds; lightning strikes provided just enough light for her to see where she was going. And then eventually, she could see the source of the voice.

      It was Jerut, his hand rose toward Noylarlie, still begging for help as she swam closer. She extended her hand out to Jerut, and as they made contact, his body vanished, replaced by a red shimmering gem with a white glowing orb within the center of it.

      “You can’t destroy them so easily—projectiles, weapons, and an atomic bomb.” Hannah’s voice echoed throughout the skies. “It will find a way to repair and hide until someone comes along. Someone like you.”
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* * *

      Crimson Arrow, Jupiter Atmosphere, Sol System

      Noylarlie’s eyes stretched open slowly. She had to rely on her psionics to fully open them because of the increased weight of them. She was back aboard the Crimson Arrow’s cockpit, still resting on the same chair where she dozed off. The situation on the outside of Jupiter’s orbit had not changed, according to her ESP and ship scanners. The human fleet had a general idea where she was but were unable to intercept and most likely target her through the interference of Jupiter’s atmosphere.

      The dream she experienced gave her the burning desire to step outside. Just about every dream she had regarding Hannah had led her someplace, either toward a goal she didn’t know existed or out of a bad situation like on Lejorania Sanctum. Those human battleships weren’t moving out of orbit anytime soon, so this must be Hannah offering a helping hand.

      Noylarlie’s body teleported outside and hovered in the Jovian skies, while her psionic barrier constantly flashed purple, much like the Crimson Arrow’s shields that were located directly above her. A small pocket of air and heat was teleported out with her, and like her, it was trapped within the protective grace of her barrier. Her thoughts kept a close watch on how quickly the air temperatures were dropping. Should they drop too much, she’d have to charge the air particles around her, forcing the temperatures within her barrier to rise just enough to be comfortable. The skies of this world were chilly, after all, even for Hashmedai, and like all living things, too much cold will kill you.

      She began her descent through the storm clouds. Pockets of exotic gasses rose all around her. A thunderbolt clapped not far from where she was. She’d have to watch those. One direct blast might be strong enough for her psionics to fail. Mist and thick clouds—there was nothing out here. Part of her wanted to give up and return to the Crimson Arrow. But every time that thought crossed her mind, she kept hearing a voice, her mother’s voice, coming from below.

      Noylarlie eventually slipped into a region free of clouds, with the exception of the thick layer above her, and another layer below…but she could barely see it because of its distance and lack of sunlight. There was an uncanny feeling about this place, something unnatural. The winds were nonexistent, temperatures were…comfortable enough for her to not worry about controlling it herself.

      Her thoughts carried her floating body into the clearing, admiring how the clouds, winds—everything seemed to have been forced to swirl around this place, rather than through it. Almost as if a shield were there, forming a spherical barrier, keeping everything out. And drawing her nearer to its center. She started to grin when she arrived there, for her hours of searching through the clouds of Jupiter finally ended. The red gem with a white glowing orb within it drifted dead center of the middle of this calm clearing.

      She touched it and instantly, everything around her changed. Another vision; at least she was awake this time. Noylarlie looked down and saw that she was standing firmly on top of water. Looking forward, she saw nothing else, but the darkened and cloudless horizon of some obscure world as stars hung over her head.

      “You made it at last, Noy.”

      That soothing voice—it could only be one person. Noylarlie spun around. It was Iolysta Frosttouch, her mother. Still looking elegant as she did the last time she had a vision of her with her soft blue skin and black hair, just like hers.

      “Mother…What is this? What is going on with me right now?”

      “You are finishing the work I started, fulfilling the will of the divine ones.”
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* * *

      Ancient Temple, Paryo, Uemaesce System

      Fahia led Kroshka and Eeladen down haggard stone steps into an underground temple. The structure they entered was…ancient, judging by the markings on the walls, old Hashmedai hieroglyphics. There were tiny candles lined up on the floor, next to the walls leading them to the various sections the temple.

      There were a few other Hashmedai inside, some of them with children. They all gathered around men wearing robes, robes that looked exactly like the ones Radiance monks wore…gold with orange stripes along the sides. The tops of their hoods depicted an image with three blue eyes. The three later entered a small empty room at the far end of the hall. Fahia stopped here and offered a seat for the two.

      “Normally we would perform a long list of background checks before letting outsiders get this far,” Fahia said. “But…I sense your intentions here are good. And young couples like you are our top priority for recruitment.”

      “Couple?” Eeladen said. Before he could say anything more, Kroshka stealthily jabbed him with her elbow. Fahia believing they were a couple was the perfect cover.

      “I did not know there were ancient places like this so close to the capital,” Kroshka said.

      “The capital was practically built on top of an ancient city,” Fahia said.

      “And no one knew of it for all these years?”

      “There’s a lot the empire kept hidden from its people,” Fahia explained. “Even the old governments that once ruled our planet before we ventured into space, agreed to hide a lot of our history from the masses.”

      “Such as?” Kroshka asked, not that she was particularly interested. She was quite certain that her teachings as a child were correct; father always wanted the best for the future heirs to the empire.

      “You probably noted the sheer number of people partaking of religious practice,” said Fahia. “The laws of our people always forbid worship of any kind of religion, now more than ever, thanks to the Radiance Union. But even before we encountered them, religion was considered taboo to many of us. Except our ancient ancestors.” Kroshka gave her a “go on” glance, and Fahia continued. “The gods, they visited us many years ago, long before they came to the Aryile people. But they were cast out by an evil force, and when they returned to the galaxy, they chose to visit the Aryile race instead and guided them, since the Hashmedai here turned their backs on the idea of worship. This was manipulation by the evil ones.”

      “Who are the evil ones?” Kroshka asked.

      “We don’t know. Many of those records were lost. This temple is the last bit of evidence that proves the gods were once here for a short time,” Fahia said. “What we do know is those evil minds have tainted the Radiance Council, forcing most of their people down a path the gods did not intend. We here at the Celestial Order follow the one true path the gods laid out for us.” Fahia glanced at the odd expression that formed across Kroshka’s and Eeladen’s faces as they looked at each other. “This must be overwhelming for you, perhaps if you stayed for my sermon tonight, you will understand better.”
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* * *

      Edge of Aether Space

      “The gods?” Noylarlie asked. “You mean the aliens Radiance worships.”

      “They are not aliens by any means, Noy,” said Iolysta.

      “They don’t exist; religion is just a means to control the masses into acting the way you want them to.”

      “You believe once you die there is nothing afterward?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then why are we talking?”

      “I was, well…” Noylarlie paused and carefully considered her next words. “Part of me hoped you weren’t really gone, that you faked your death.” The dream she’d had back when she was being held prisoner by Radiance fueled that hope. “So you really are dead, then?”

      “I am, but I’m also not.”

      “I don’t understand, Mother.”

      “Noy, look around you. I’m here. I’m aware of everything that has happened since my execution. Who else but those with divine power could grant such a gift? Who else would allow me to remove that slave collar Karklosea had placed on you?”

      “Where is this place?” Noylarlie asked after realizing her mother as well stood on the surface of the water.

      “The name of this place is far too long to say. Hannah, however, calls it Aether Space,” Iolysta said, as the red glowing gem appeared between the two. “You’re here because of the power of the orb within the gem; it’s a conduit, linking normal space with Aether Space. It’s what Hannah uses to speak to you with your dreams, where all knowledge of the universe is held. It’s where the Celestial Order gets its directions to continue their campaign. And where the goddesses came from, waiting for their time to return.”

      “Wait, goddesses?” Noylarlie asked, looking away from the gem, back at Iolysta. “Don’t you mean gods?”
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* * *

      Ancient Temple, Paryo, Uemaesce System

      Fahia stood before a large crowd of worshippers in the central-most chamber of the temple. Larger candles, giving off their soft orange glow along the walls, lit the room. In Fahia’s hand was a large and highly decorated staff. At the top of it was a sphere that glowed white as Fahia raised it in the air periodically. Kroshka’s head started to spin each time the staff was raised. The spinning and odd feeling in her head ended as her gem flashed randomly. There was a link between her gem and the staff…to what end, Kroshka couldn’t figure out. Eeladen and Kroshka stood with the gathering, unsure of what to do as they knelt down when Fahia began to chant in an unknown language. The worshippers all repeated after her in harmony.

      Ciah, fol’alra. Stoarior, Tym, ealix Livie.

      Ciah, fol’alra. Yo’ll menga.

      Ciah, fol’alra. Stoarior, Tym, ealix Livie.

      Ciah, fol’alra. Yo’ll menga.

      “A great moment is upon us, my friends!” Fahia preached. “The reckoning is coming, and we will be tested.” One of Fahia’s arms rose in the air while her fingers spread far apart. “A messenger is coming, the truth will be unveiled, and the evil ones uncovered.”
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* * *

      Edge of Aether Space

      Iolysta clasped her augmented hands together and looked at the gem that floated between Noylarlie and her and began to speak. “The gem that you are communicating with was once in possession of Himton and then later Jerut. They were both fellow Celestial Order members. There was just one problem. The gem was corrupt. The essence of one of the gods was within it.”

      “I thought the order worshipped the gods…how is that a problem?” Noylarlie asked.

      “The order thinks they do. They heard voices from the gems, yes, but it wasn’t the gods. They merely thought it was them. The truth is it was the goddess, Nivrui Aviuheart and Emelia. The original gems carried the essences of the goddesses; some of the gems made afterward were tainted with the essence of the gods, Stoarior, Tym, and Livie, the evil ones. This is why Himton was reluctant carry out his orders against the humans. The gods didn’t want the invasion of Earth to happen, the uplift of the humans, and the discovery of Hannah. This was the will of the goddesses, not the gods.”
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* * *

      Ancient Temple, Paryo, Uemaesce System

      Ciah, fol’alra. Stoarior, Tym, ealix Livie.

      Ciah, fol’alra. Yo’ll menga.

      Ciah, fol’alra. Stoarior, Tym, ealix Livie.

      Ciah, fol’alra. Yo’ll menga.

      The worshippers chanted once again with Fahia, and then she continued her preaching. “The evil ones will try to silence us soon! Only our prayers will protect us. Only our prayers will allow the messenger to arrive with new hope for the empire. Hope that will have the Hashmedai people see the one true path, and hope that will end the evilness of the empress and the evilness of the Radiance Council.”
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* * *

      Edge of Aether Space

      “Thankfully, the humans aboard the command ship shattered this gem when the evil had linked itself to Jerut’s body,” Iolysta explained. “As a result, it wasn’t able to return, and the blast from the atomic weapon afterward sent the shards of the gem into space. It slowly reformed over the years, and free from the evil, it took refuge here, awaiting your arrival.”

      The gem levitated toward Noylarlie’s breasts. “What am I supposed to do?”

      “Open your mind, Noy, tap into the knowledge, and let it enhance your psionics.” As directed, Noylarlie shut her eyes; she felt the psionic force within the gem. It was…speaking directly to her. Enhancing her brain. “Attunement to this gem will grant you gifts far beyond what any psionic can wield, gifts that currently are being abused by the empress and her daughter, Kroshka.”
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* * *

      Ancient Temple, Paryo, Uemaesce System

      Ciah, fol’alra. Stoarior, Tym, ealix Livie.

      Ciah, fol’alra. Yo’ll menga.

      Ciah, fol’alra. Stoarior, Tym, ealix Livie.

      Ciah, fol’alra. Yo’ll menga.

      “Oh, Hannah, send us your messenger! Oh, Hannah, lead the humans to their one true path!”
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* * *

      Edge of Aether Space

      “Wormholes can send you anywhere you wish in the universe provided you can visualize with your psionics where the entrance and exit to the wormhole must be—not an easy task, I’m afraid,” Iolysta said. “But I know you can create one to Paryo. You’ve been there long enough to know where in the galaxy it is.” Noylarlie’s mind transformation was nearly completed, and with that her attunement to the gem. Noylarlie saw Iolysta smile at her as she reopened her eyes. “Return to Paryo, my daughter, Danyal must take his place as emperor, Y’lin and Kroshka must be removed and their gems placed with someone else, for they have failed in their duty to bring about a new empire. Send a message to the Hashmedai people with the truth of what you’ve learned here. The celestial ascension will change the galaxy forever; ensure that the Hashmedai people are ready for it. More so than all other races. Become our messenger.”
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* * *

      Crimson Arrow, Jupiter Atmosphere, Sol System

      The vision ended, and Noylarlie was teleported back aboard the cockpit of the Crimson Arrow. Within her hands was the gem, its shimmering light was escaping through her fingers. The Crimson Arrow began to rock violently. She reconnected her psionic mind to the ship’s computer, and started to scan for the source of the rumble. She found it. A barrage of unguided human plasma missiles launched toward the Crimson Arrow from space.
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* * *

      ESV John F. Kennedy, Jupiter Orbit, Sol System

      “Confirmed actual, hostile target has been pacified,” Lieutenant Patrick’s voice echoed over the ESV John F. Kennedy, bridge speakers.

      The John F. Kennedy’s shipboard psionic, Gab Delakirnei, watched Captain Brigs step forward toward the central hologram that depicted a three-dimensional projection of Jupiter. A red dot within the upper atmosphere represented the Crimson Arrow, the fleeing Hashmedai ship they were ordered to track down and destroy.

      “Copy that, Eagle. However, we are still showing target remains,” Brigs said.

      “Probably interference, not to mention our range, sir,” Commander Cartwright said from his terminal.

      “There’s nothing else out here,” Patrick’s voice once again transmitted. “The Crimson Arrow has been destroyed.”

      “Very well then. Return to the JFK ASAP,” Brigs said. “Helm, lay in a course to the asteroid belt; take us out as soon as our birds dock.”

      “Aye, sir,” replied Ensign Jenkins.

      Brigs then added, “Inform the pilots from the Winston Churchill help is on the way. And let the fleet know of our recent efforts.”

      Additional chatter among the bridge crew commenced. It was of little importance to Delakirnei as he walked his tiny Vorcambreum body toward Cartwright, sitting at his station. He approached him from behind; delighted to see how fast his fingers danced across the keyboard.

      “Well?” Delakirnei whispered to him.

      “You are good to go,” Cartwright said, and then his finger hit the last key sequence for his hack. Data regarding the Crimson Arrow’s status from the John F. Kennedy’s databanks changed from target found to target destroyed.

      “Good job,” said Delakirnei, patting him on the side. “I’ll see you in the chapel for worship later.”
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* * *

      Kashmar, Earth, Sol System

      A small house on the outskirts of Kashmar, Iran, bore the marks of a long and deadly struggle. Gaping bullet holes, clearly shot by eWeapons painted the side of the aging home built during a time when humans knew nothing of aliens. The sight had Destiny cursing repeatedly under her breath as she, Jazz, Veloshira, and Eupiar walked toward it, hoping it was going to be a place of rest from the long walk out of the desert.

      Destiny drew her pistol and dashed over toward the main entrance under the cover of the night sky. It was unlocked, with bullet holes and shattered windows seen from all corners inside. This was not a good sign. This was supposed to be a safe house for the local HLF cell. Whoever the hell was inside during the attack clearly wasn’t feeling safe.

      As she entered, she saw dried human and Hashmedai blood splattered across the walls and floors. The blood next to the entrance suggested bodies were dragged out against their will—well, assuming they were still alive, that is. Farther in she saw overturned tables with half-eaten food and shattered teacups adding to the shards and debris on the floor.

      A TV was left on in one of the far rooms, an old-world one. The local news was playing; she couldn’t understand Persian languages, though it was irrelevant at this point. The pictures of people worldwide being led away in handcuffs, protesters, and…and a shot of the HLF base in flames from its icy bed told her what she needed to know.

      “Well, now what?” Jazz asked, as he entered the room.

      “Looks like the party’s over,” Destiny said, pointing to the TV. “Radiance and the UNE found us.”

      A new broadcast of President Mariana Salamanca began to play. Jazz and Destiny listened in with interest while the TV shined its glow across them.

      “Today I bring to you all great news. News that will no doubt change our world once again, like how it was changed twenty-two years ago when the Hashmedai Empire tried and failed to bring about the extinction of the human race. The terrorist group that calls itself the Hashmedai Liberation Front, the very same group made up of Hashmedai soldiers, who pledged their lives to serving their empire, and pledged to burn our planet at the request of their empress. The very same group that manipulated our human brothers and sisters, sons and daughters, fathers and mothers, to betray their own kind and to betray the Radiance Union, who only wanted to help us live. This group, I’m happy to announce has been defeated as of today.”

      “Well that confirms that,” Destiny muttered.

      “Our brave military, with help of the Radiance Union, has tracked down and destroyed their main base of operations. As a result, their smaller cells around the world have been located and are currently being dismantled; supporters are being brought to justice. But this conflict isn’t over just yet. The Hashmedai Empire sent a scout ship to Earth earlier today, bypassed our defense grid, attacked our fleet, and fled. We all knew this day would come, when the empire would return to Earth to finish the job they started. Our alliance with the Radiance Union is stronger than ever, but it will take much more than an alliance to defeat the empire and to protect Earth, Mars…the solar system, and our new worlds we are building beyond. The five races of the Radiance Union are around today, because they are united, because they know that only that unity will keep them safe, and protect them from the empire and other dangers that exist in the galaxy. While we in the UNE are aware of how controversial joining the union is to many, we are also aware that if we are to survive, we must embrace the Radiance Union and what it has to offer. They will not force us to adhere to all of their policies, such as forced sterilization.”

      Destiny’s finger pulled the trigger of her pistol, ending the TV’s ability to function right. Smoke and sparks erupted from the shattered screen as her face frowned. “All that work for nothing,” she whispered. “Fuck! There’s nothing else to do.”

      “Well…there’s one thing,” Jazz said, turning his head toward Veloshira in the other room. “Our mission.”

      “Bump off the president?” Destiny said, shrugging her shoulders. “One last ‘fuck you’ from the HLF, I’m down for that. The question is how.”

      “Get us to northern Mexico,” Jazz said. “We got a ship chillin’ there in one of the craters.”

      “We’ll have to keep searching for a safe house that hasn’t been hit yet. Each one has at least one psionic strong enough for a planetary site-to-site teleport.”

      “Let’s rest up, then,” he said, while an uneasy look emerged on his face the longer he looked at Veloshira. “We can head out in the morning.”
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      Location unknown, Sol System

      “You many release her now,” Fiesei said to Whigli. “Don’t think she’ll cause us any trouble.”

      “Wanna make a bet?” Chloe said, still struggling to regain control of her body from Whigli’s psionic grip.

      With an unsure tone in his voice, Whigli said to Fiesei. “You sure about this?”

      “Yes,” Fiesei replied. “Besides you two still have work to do, yes?” Whigli’s thoughts released Chloe from her aerial shackles, causing her to crash to the cold hard floor. Whigli and Kasidey where nowhere to be seen by the time she was back on her feet. “Have a seat, Vaish.” A cut-eyed glare stopped Fiesei from midspeech. “Very well, Chloe.”

      Chloe sat down in the nearby dust-laden chair Fiesei offered. Her head discretely moved from side to side, analyzing the layout of the warehouse. There were no escape routes, just boxes, and small windows too high up for her to reach. She was at their mercy for the time being. If they planned to kill her, they’d better make it quick.

      “Once we find your memory data crystals, everything will make sense,” Fiesei said. “But I’ll do my best to fill you in for the meantime.” His hand dragged a chair over, and he sat in front of her cross-legged. His index finger, pushed up along the underside of his fedora, giving Chloe a clearer view of his face. “You are my partner, and always have been. We were one of the original members of the Whisper, when it was still an intelligence agency for the old Linl republic.”

      A laugh of sarcasm left Chloe’s lips. “You think I’m a Linl?” she said.

      “I know you are one, a sleeper agent.” She laughed louder. “You see, in order to make our cover…believable…we upload our memories to specially designed data crystals, while overwriting everything in our brains with false memories and experiences.”

      Chloe’s memories of growing up in New York City were anything but fabricated as far as she was concerned. Sarah could attest to that. “Listen, buddy, I have a sister. Human parents, I’m from New York.”

      “All fake,” Fiesei cut in with a confident tone of voice.

      “Even my DNA? Linl and human DNA are different despite our physical similarities.”

      “And when was the last time someone scanned your DNA to see if you were human?” She didn’t respond; truth of the matter was she never did. There was no reason to, after all. “Didn’t think so. Besides, even if I were to be wrong about you, you should be thanking me right now.”

      “For what? Taking me hostage?”

      A palm-sized holo pad was removed from his inside coat pocket. His hand shook it twice, causing a hologram of a news report to project between the two. “Look at this. Look at everything that’s going on in the world right now.”

      Chloe glanced at the projection. It depicted recordings of rioting, protests, and people being hauled off by UNE and Radiance military personnel. “All I see is chaos.”

      “Yes!” Fiesei said jubilantly with a finger pointed at Chloe. “Yes, but this chaos, this fear that is growing within the population…will be the salvation of the human race. My handiwork on this world engineered this chaos!” His tone was that of a person who was truly proud of what he did, as if what he did was a great achievement.

      “Those riots? You set this all up?”

      “Not just that, the HLF actions, the president’s aggressive push to join the union. The influence of the Whisper is strong, my friend,” Fiesei said. “It was you who told me this, and it was you who gave me the idea to carry out this plan before you went to your sleeper state.”

      “I can’t wait to see that smug look on your face vanish when you learn I’m not your fucking friend,” Chloe said, causing his facial expression to become neutral. “So let me get this straight, the actions of the HLF were your doing? Why?”

      “It’s because of fear; it is the greatest motivator in the galaxy. It was fear of change that made the Hashmedai reject the Radiance gods. It was fear of the gods retaliating that drove Radiance to go to war with the Hashmedai. And it’s that very same fear of their gods that drives Radiance to continue the lives they lead. Fear is what caused the Linl republic to join Radiance. Fear that humanity will become like the Hashmedai is fueling Radiance to push for humans to become the sixth member of the union. And it’s the fear of a second invasion of Earth that will drive the human race into the arms of the Radiance Union.”

      “So you’re going to send all of Earth into political chaos?”

      “It’s necessary for the greater good!”

      “Between you and Hannah, I’m not sure who’s crazier. You won’t get anything useful done by doing this!”

      “I am saving humanity. Is that not useful? I am giving the human race the chance, the opportunity the Linl did not get, the chance for an idea to stay alive, the idea that religion and politics have no place together. They need to be separated; people must be given the freedom to choose what to believe. The HLF main operations may be gone, but the idea still lives; what you see before you is that idea spreading throughout the masses. An idea that will live on for hundreds of years, an idea that will make its way into the union when it consumes this world along with the rest of the human race, and an idea that will spark a revolution when the time is right, when my exiled friends from outside the union make their voices heard.”

      Fiesei stood up from his chair, his fist rolled into a ball, and his posture changed to that of a dictator giving an epic speech. His other hand continued to hold on to the small holo pad as it replayed the footage of chaos and unrest across the globe.

      Fiesei continued to speak. “A civil war will start, one that we exiles could win, one that we can convince other members of the union to join. The only reason they won’t join our cause now is because of…fear. Our numbers within the Radiance Union are too low, those who want to see change would rather side with the heretics than our cause. After all, the heretics…the Celestial Order…has far greater numbers.”

      Chloe’s eye shut, her head shook, and her mouth tried to hold back another laugh while he continued his speech. “The Linl never had this chance. Most of our ideas were…weak and quickly erased by the power of the Radiance religious indoctrination. But this? No indoctrination can override this. Even if it could, there are far too many minds committed to this idea. Some will remain, and continue to do what the current exiles cannot do, influence people within the Union to start an uprising. This happens to be the sole and original purpose of the Whisper. Whispering the idea of an uprising to the masses!”

      “Well you just answered my next question; you aren’t with the order, by the sound of it.”

      Fiesei cocked an eyebrow at her statement. “The order has Whisper agents working for them much like the Hashmedai Assassins’ Guild has some of its members working for them. My loyalties, however, lay with my exiled people, people like you.” Whigli, Kasidey, and another unexpected body returned from behind a stack of cargo boxes. “Ah, I do believe you and Michei have met.”

      Just like that, Chloe felt a telekinetic hand weigh down her body. Whigli’s psionics were at play once again. Michei stood between Kasidey and Whigli. Kasidey held a data pad, while her fingers interacted with its touch screen. Kasidey looked away from the data pad toward Fiesei. “I’m all done here,” she said.

      Fiesei walked over to the three, toward Michei to be exact, with open arms. “Michei, like you…Chloe is a sleeper agent.” Kasidey handed Fiesei a uniquely designed data crystal. “His memories were locked away within this. And like you, his memories were fake. He’s a Whisper sleeper agent.” His gaze returned to Chloe. “And we restored them.”

      Chloe stared at Michei, not knowing what to think or expect. There must have been some truth to this story, Michei wasn’t resisting, or saying anything. His body language was that of someone who wanted to be there, someone who felt an obligation to do something he or she wasn’t going to like.

      “Michei?” Chloe said, wanting to see how he would react to her calling out to him. His head tilted toward her, and he did nothing else.

      Kasidey offered Fiesei a second oddly shaped data crystal. “This should be it, her true memories,” Kasidey revealed.

      Fiesei took the crystal from her hands, raised it before his eyes. The sight of it caused him to grin as he stepped over to Chloe. “I assure you, this won’t hurt…that much,” he said and then spun the crystal around. Three long shape prongs pointed outward from the round device mounted to it.

      Chloe wasn’t an expert on this technology, but a sinking feeling in her chest told her those three prongs were to be stabbed into one’s head. How else would it transfer memories into another person’s brain?

      He stopped and then asked Michei, “Did it hurt you?”

      “I have the worst headache in the galaxy right now,” Michei grumbled.

      “Well, I take that back,” Fiesei said to Chloe. “This will hurt, a lot.”

      Michei’s arms rose and extended forward, launching a heavy telekinetic push across Fiesei’s back. The impact sent him flying into a crate on the other side of the warehouse. Whigli and Kasidey both received a similar trip half a second later, Chloe’s body became free the instant Whigli hit his head.

      “Major!” Michei shouted as he ran toward Chloe.

      “Just like that, you turn sides?”

      “I can explain. We just need some time.” The cybernetics mounted to his exposed chest began to shimmer as his eyes closed to focus. “Time…alone.”

      Teleportation light carried them out of sight.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      Chloe and Michei’s bodies appeared from his teleportation, back aboard the Winston Churchill from what she could tell. She was in someone else’s quarters, by the looks—too many Radiance bedroom ornaments lying around.

      “Power is back, thank the gods,” Michei said, looking up at the overly bright ceiling lights. “Kasidey sabotaged the power grid, took most of the ship’s systems off-line, including the mind shield.”

      “That would explain how Whigli was able to get aboard,” said Chloe. “Fuck me. You had me going. There I was, starting to think that nonsense was true.”

      “It is,” he said, sitting down on his bunk. His tail shifted toward the side of his body and became limp. “I am a Whisper sleeper agent. We became suspicious of several of our members a few years ago. The fiasco on Foicanta confirmed to us that most members of the Whisper had indeed become loyal to the order.”

      Her arms crossed. She was not impressed with the reveal. “So the attack on Foicanta was a setup.”

      “I was then sent here to observe Fiesei. Prior to coming to Earth, he took part in a Whisper operation that may have had assistance from the Celestial Order.”

      “Great…and that shit about me?”

      “I don’t know anything about that. Guess we’ll never know for sure since those memories were never uploaded.”

      She was OK with that answer. Now for the next challenge. “We need to tell the captain what happened.”

      “No, we need to stay low,” he said, stopping her from reaching toward the wall-mounted intercom. “Remember this Deep Throat character proved himself to be a trusted and reliable source of info. He could be sending a message right now to the crew about us.”

      Chloe’s hands slapped across her face as she signed dismally and said, “He played us all.”

      “He fed information to EISS, the UNE and HLF, got all groups to butt heads, and created the problems on your world.”

      Her hands slid down from her face, forcing them into fists augmented with fury. Hashmedai glassing Earth was bad enough, now this Radiance government spook wants to hand it over to the Union as a means of corrupting the union for his own personal vendetta. “This ends now.” She looked directly at Michei with vigor in her green eyes. “Who can we trust now?”

      His hand stroked the side of his left horn, clearly lost in thought. He finally spoke. “My partner in the Morutrin system, we need to contact him and see if there are any leads he can give us.”

      “All right and how do we do that?”

      “I wish I knew…easiest way would be for me to send a telepathic communication, but I don’t know of any Whisper psionics out there. Rather, I don’t know of any who aren’t on the Celestial Order’s payroll.” He stood up from his bunk and proceeded toward the exit. “Unless.”
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* * *

      Michei left his quarters and jogged down the hallways of the habitat ring. Chloe followed behind while trying to think of an excuse to bellow should someone see her breaking her confinement order. Both of them were silent at this point. Michei was in deep thought, while Chloe, knowing that if someone heard and recognized her voice, they would end this stroll through the maze of hallways, leading away from the section that held crew quarters and toward the section that held the brig and armory.

      There was no staff, thankfully; this revelation calmed her breathing slightly as they entered. Only for it to rise again as they entered the brig, and saw two armed guards standing watch over Ella. The guards pivoted around in shock at Chloe and Michei’s unexpected visit.

      One guard flew back and then upward via a telekinetic push, hitting his head against the ceiling then falling to the ground knocked out, or so Chloe hoped. The second guard raised his rifle toward Michei, causing Chloe to initiate a grapple that forced the barrel away, then a takedown that placed the back of the guard to the floor. Her fist drilled into his face, and his movement stopped thereafter.

      “This a jailbreak?” Ella asked from her cell bed.

      Michei walked toward Ella’s cell, stopping before the force field that kept her there. “The Rabuabin woman you saw on the train,” he began, “you said she had blue eyes?”

      Ella’s back rose from her bed, and then she approached Michei to make eye contact. “Yeah and?”

      “And hair styled like a human,” Michei added. Ella nodded. “That’s her. My gods, we are so lucky right now.”

      “That’s who?” Chloe said, stepping over toward the two.

      “Just before I went back into cover and had my memories wiped, my partner spoke to me via a psionic and told me about his daughter Kalis’s new hairstyle. It was based on a human style, and she stood out in crowds because of it.” Michei grinned at Ella who was clearly confused at this point. “So, Dr. Lynn, still interested in heading back?”
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* * *

      Silver Raven, Northern Mexico, Sol System

      Hours later and three safe houses later, Destiny was able to locate an HLF cell, one that had gone into deep cover since the raids began. They were quite happy to see that someone who worked at the main base didn’t get her ass handed to them, especially Uemaria, the Hashmedai psionic assigned to the safe house.

      Their stay at the safe house wasn’t very long. They acquired weapons, supplies, and then a teleport out toward northern Mexico as per Jazz’s request. The Silver Raven was waiting for its owners, Jazz, and Veloshira and its two new passengers, Destiny and Eupiar.

      “Home sweet home,” Jazz said with a grunt as the four entered the Silver Raven from its cargo bay entrance.

      Veloshira scurried up the ladder leading to the upper deck to enter the cockpit, while Jazz helped Destiny and Eupiar get situated with their new place of operations. Destiny whistled after two minutes of a long stare down of the interior of the ship. Eupiar silently made her way up, taking a seat on a chair within the lounge, and pulled out her laptop.

      Jazz saw Veloshira was at the controls of the ship in the cockpit as he made his way topside. She was performing a system check surrounded by holographic windows displaying the status of the Silver Raven in the Hashmedai language. She was ready to get this mission started; the glare of death she shot back toward Jazz as he watched her was a good indication of that.

      “We’re gonna to have to act quickly,” he said to Destiny and Eupiar. “Once we take to the skies, it won’t be long before the UNE detects a UFO in their airspace.”

      “Then let’s get ourselves organized,” said Destiny. “Eupiar, can you use these computers?”

      Eupiar looked at the dazzling display of lights and holograms from the cockpit and then stepped in to take a closer look. The holographic screen of her laptop followed behind like a pet. “They look like an upgraded version,” Eupiar finally said after eyeing the hardware and interacting with a few panels. “But yeah, it shouldn’t take too long to figure it out.”

      Destiny entered the cockpit afterward and said, “See if you can hack into UNE’s networks. Find out where the president is and anything else that could give us an edge.”

      Veloshira’s orange eyes fixed in on both Destiny and now Eupiar as if they were imposing on her territory. A frown began to stretch across Veloshira’s face; a frown Jazz wasn’t fond of seeing. “Easy, Vel, they’re going to help us,” he said in the Hashmedai language.

      “If one of our targets is not dead by this time tomorrow…” Veloshira replied.

      “Relax we’ll get this done,” Jazz reassured. “I don’t know what’s up with this sudden change of mood in you.”

      “My family is being taken care of by the empire,” Veloshira said as she spun her chair around toward Jazz. “If we fail, what do you think will happen to them? With our high standing?”

      “Y’lin wouldn’t have your family killed for us failing.”

      “She’s had people killed for much less.” Veloshira returned toward the control console and her fingers reached out to interact with it. “Never take risks with a ruler who lost her mate and son to war.”

      Jazz said nothing more out of fear that an argument was going to erupt; he was certainly ready for one. But, with Destiny and Eupiar here, better to swallow one’s own pride and walk away. Everyone needed to trust one another in the next few hours, Destiny and Eupiar suspecting that Veloshira fully well intended to kill them all if they failed was a good way to make them walk away from this entirely.

      Jazz moved away from Veloshira, and proceed to walk toward his quarters. Nothing was going on that needed his attention, and he sure as hell couldn’t remember the last time he got a full night’s rest. He was two steps away from the sliding doors when Eupiar shouted. “Guys…you’re going to want to see this.”

      Can you just tell me from there? he thought and backtracked into the cockpit.

      Both Destiny and Eupiar were huddled around the holographic screen of her laptop, there were multiple windows open, each one with pictures, diagrams, and UNE reports by the looks of it. “What’s up? You hacked in already?” Jazz asked.

      “No, but…” Eupiar had waved toward Jazz, triggering a small hologram to manifest in front of him; it was a projection of Hannah in handcuffs. “Hannah, she’s alive and being held by the EISS.”

      He looked at the blue projection of Hannah being escorted off a transport ship by armed UNE soldiers into some building in the distance. The sight brought back memories of the invasion, when all he wanted to do was escape Earth with her and Alisha. “I failed to save her during the invasion,” he said. “I ain’t gonna do that again. We need to get her out of there.”

      “The EISS main HQ is in Geneva, the capital of the UNE,” Destiny said.

      “And quite possibly where the president is,” Jazz concluded. An idea began to take shape in his mind.

      “No, she’s been away, according to these news reports,” Eupiar said.

      Hitting the president was one thing, saving Hannah at the same time? Once the Silver Raven took off, their window for action would begin to close. No matter what happened, they would have to leave Earth after tonight and return to the empire, as the entire UNE fleet would be on the lookout for them. “Then let’s find a way to make her come back,” Jazz said. “We can’t hit two targets once we’re in the air; gotta make this one big strike. All or nothin’.”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” Eupiar said and returned to her laptop, still resting in the lounge.

      “All we need is bait placed in Geneva for the president to take,” Jazz said. And then an escape route for our twenty-one-year trip back to the empire.
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* * *

      ESV John F. Kennedy, Asteroid Belt, Sol System

      The glow of the ESV John F. Kennedy’s engines dimmed as it came to a full stop within the asteroid belt to complete its search-and-rescue operations. Hammer’s escape pod was recovered first and then later Hijinks’s damaged fighter, as Orbital was given clearance to dock minutes later.

      Inside, the three were reunited, and then they shared a long sigh of relief, while the flight deck crew of the John F. Kennedy assessed the damage done to Hijinks’s fighter among the comfort of zero-g.

      “Don’t look all so grim,” Orbital said. “My singing couldn’t have been that bad.”

      “I’ll be content if I never hear country music ever again,” Hijinks said with a laugh. “Correction, country music sung off key.”

      Orbital rolled his eyes while Hammer offered him a pat on his shoulders shortly before being escorted out and up toward the habitat ring for a medical examination and rest. The layout of the interior of the ship was almost identical to that of the Winston Churchill. Only a few minor cosmetic differences really, outside of performance since the Winston Churchill was newer. The biggest difference, however, was the inclusion of a Radiance chapel in the habitat ring, as some members of the human crew had converted to the Radiance religion and requested a place for them to worship the three gods.

      It was an odd sight for the three as they walked past it, though not an uncommon one in certain communities on Earth and Mars. Radiance missionaries spent a considerately amount of time trying to convert humans to the teachings of their gods.

      “Freedom of religion at work,” Hijinks said to the two when they were out of hearing range of the rest of the John F. Kennedy’s crew.

      “Ironic, considering there is no such freedom within Radiance; you worship their gods or get exiled,” Hammer said.

      “Unless you’re part of the order,” added Orbital. “Then you just butt fuck anyone who doesn’t follow you.”
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* * *

      ￼

      Kasidey remained standing from where she had been knocked down in the warehouse, thanks to Michei’s betrayal. She looked and scanned the newly acquired information populating the screen of her data pad. A hacked dossier listing various Whisper agents loaded a listing of their assessments, last known location, and partners, hacked during her time with Ken. Michei’s profile came up, and with that, Kasidey’s eyebrow cocked.

      “Looks like I was right,” Kasidey said to Fiesei. “Michei was a double agent.”

      “Well that is rather…unexpected,” Fiesei said adjusting his fedora and stepping toward her.

      “He’s going to expose us,” she said.

      “No, he won’t; he is one man with no proof with a soldier who’s been relieved of command.” He looked at the pad in her hands and pointed toward the bottom of the screen. “And…scroll down more.” Her finger slid across the sides of the touch screen and stopped when he said, “Yes, him.”

      It was a dossier of a Rabuabin man, much older than Michei. “A partner?”

      “I’m certain of it; look at how many times they’ve been on the same assignments,” Fiesei said. “Have your associates find him and kill him. Michei is on the run and will continue to be as long as the EISS and UNE still trust Deep Throat and his tips. If we dispose of Michei now—”

      “His partner will go into hiding.”

      “And alert the Whisper agents who are still loyal to the union when he comes out of it,” Fiesei concluded and then began walking away from her. “Computer, end simulation.”

      The holographic warehouse vanished and unveiled their true location. A ship of unknown origin, even to Fiesei. The walls were smooth and white, while the floor was a shiny and clean, jet black, so shiny their reflections shot back. Both Kasidey and Whigli followed behind Fiesei down an eerie but decently lit corridor shaped like a triangle.
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      Crimson Arrow, Jupiter Orbit, Sol System

      A pocket of space several thousand kilometers above the North Pole of Jupiter began to distort. The fabric of space and time was bent, causing a rift to form, a wormhole that led toward Paryo flashed with bright white light as it opened. The task used very little of Noylarlie’s psionic mind at all, as she piloted the Crimson Arrow toward it. All she did was imagine a wormhole leading to Paryo in her head, and then it formed within seconds.

      She could see Paryo off in the distance through the wormhole—the white gleaming snow-covered globe—it had been a while. And if it weren’t for those human battleships to unexpectedly leave, the Crimson Arrow would still be floating in the sea of clouds within Jupiter. Both Parcisei and Danyal were pulled out of cryo sometime later and strapped into their seats. Noylarlie wanted them to witness her newfound power, the red gem that floated next to her chest emitting random bursts of light with each passing second.

      She caught Parcisei looking at the gem while constantly reaching into his pockets, searching for something that clearly wasn’t there. As she recalled, he was given an object that looked quite similar to this. Leave it to him to lose something valuable. She shrugged as it wasn’t her problem.

      The Crimson Arrow propelled toward the wormhole at sublight speeds, during which Noylarlie’s mind scanned the space around her. One second they were in the human system, the next, they were in the Hashmedai system. Behind the Crimson Arrow, was the wormhole they had just traversed. Noylarlie could still sense the gravitational pull of Jupiter bleeding through the wormhole as well as sunlight from the star that Earth orbited.

      The exterior temperature of the Crimson Arrow was slightly off, as it was being heated by the red dwarf star that Paryo orbited, while faint traces of heat from the human star beamed through the rift of the wormhole. There were now two sources of heat in the system because of this, which brought up another matter she didn’t consider. How does one close the wormhole? She tried to visualize the wormhole evaporating, but nothing happened. She couldn’t move it, either, or resize it. It was there and quite possibly could be their forever. Not good if humans decide to use it; they could launch a full-scale invasion of Paryo with ease.

      One thing at a time, she thought to herself and then opened up a communication to the imperial palace when the Crimson Arrow was in range. “I am Archmage Noylarlie, returning with a gift for the empress.”

      “Archmage, we did not detect your ship enter the system,” the operator responded.

      “I’m full of surprises today,” she said, “now how much longer are you going to make me wait to see the empress?”

      “I’m clearing you to land at this location.”

      Data was then transmitted to the Crimson Arrow, listing the docking bay within the imperial palace she was given clearance to land at. She began to focus her psionic mind and piloted the ship toward the equator of the icy planet ahead. She was surprised to see the amount of space traffic in orbit and the construction of a second space bridge before they entered the atmosphere. There were no clouds to great their arrival while the Crimson Arrow sank toward the city and its towers arching up toward the cosmos.

      As they neared, she took notice of some heavy damage done to the top of the center-most tower of the palace. There were burn marks from a fires and plasma as well as shattered windows in certain sections. A battle had taken place here, no questions asked.
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* * *

      Imperial Palace, Paryo, Uemaesce System

      Noylarlie instructed Parcisei to stay in the rear sections of the Crimson Arrow as they docked. Bringing an Aryile to Paryo, let alone the imperial palace, was a good way to get an instant execution for both of them. She hoped Danyal’s presence wouldn’t trigger such rash reactions; he was half-human, a race the empire wasn’t too fond of, according to the knowledge network.

      She heard a few guards comment on Danyal while they stepped into the elevator, none of the comments were promising. She snorted as the doors slid shut, those guards will be singing a different song if Danyal becomes the emperor. Danyal said a few things in the human language during their ride up to the top, she shrugged. It was one of the few things she was able to communicate to him. She’ll have to get him some language learning devices; he’s going to have to learn how to speak their language if he’s to rule over them after all.

      The elevator doors reopened once they arrived at their destination, Y’lin’s throne room. Noylarlie grinned as they stepped out, not much has changed about the layout, though Y’lin has clearly aged, her eyes now were now yellow, her skin starting to show slight signs of aging.

      “Noylarlie, it has been ages,” Y’lin said, arising off her immaculate throne. “Where have you been this whole time?”

      Noylarlie and Danyal walked closer to Y’lin across the bridge hovering over the small icy lake underneath it. “It’s a long story, Your Majesty.”

      “Yes, what gift have you brought to me?”

      Noylarlie’s hand waved toward Danyal. “This man,” she said.

      Y’lin grimaced and she stepped closer to the hybrid who was Danyal. A quick head-to-toe look caused Y’lin to ask Noylarlie with fury, “Have you gone mad?”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “He is…human,” Y’lin interjected.

      “Half-human, half-Hashmedai,” Noylarlie explained. “Your son, Akeia, fathered a child when he was on Earth. This is he.”

      “This thing?” Y’lin pointed at Danyal while keeping her glance squarely focused on Noylarlie. “Is my grandchild?”

      “Yes, I know it’s going to be different for a—”

      “Get it out of here!” Y’lin shouted and hissed her fangs toward the two. Noylarlie hissed back, louder than she did.

      “He is of imperial blood! And the line of succession to the throne isn’t looking impressive right now.”

      “How dare you question me! Never speak of this moment again! Never speak of my son’s name ever again!”

      “Don’t be stupid, if you and Kroshka were to die right now, he is all that will be left of your family’s line!” Noylarlie’s finger was aimed straight at Y’lin’s face with little to no regard of the consequences.

      Another hiss came from Y’lin while her hand knocked away Noylarlie’s finger. “I cannot believe the words you speak!”

      “I can’t believe you’re being this fucking stupid, I brought you a gift, your first and only grandchild, the only thing that remains of Akeia. These are uncertain times and from what I heard from the guards on my way up, both you and Kroshka were nearly killed not long ago. I have a backup plan to save the empire, and you want to argue with me!”

      “It was humans who took his life, opposed their punishment for their actions, allied themselves with Radiance, and then later came after me and my daughter!” Noylarlie was impressed that a woman her age was still able to raise her voice this loud. “Leave this palace with this…thing and never return. You are stripped of your title of Archmage.”

      Kill her, burn her body to ashes right now! Were the only thoughts that raced through Noylarlie’s head. All that work within the psionic facility led to this? Stripped of her title and insulted.

      “Leave! Or I will collect your head just I did with your mother.”

      Reluctantly, she stepped away and bid her farewell with a one final hiss, Y’lin returned the gesture. Noylarlie could have killed her, and the guards who would have attacked her afterward, and then the entire military. But eventually, she’d be overwhelmed and her mother’s wishes will remain unfilled. It wasn’t worth it.

      She lost count of how many times thoughts like this crossed her mind over the last few weeks.
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* * *

      Crimson Arrow, Paryo Orbit, Uemaesce System

      The Crimson Arrow returned to orbit around Paryo, relatively quickly as Y’lin ordered it to be destroyed if they did not comply and leave the palace at once. Inside Noylarlie unleashed a psychotic rampage tha both Danyal and Parcisei fled from. Containers, eating utensils, Parcisei’s data pad, and spare parts were all tossed about in the weightless environment with her rage-fueled psionic mind.

      Sparks began to fly out in every direction as she began to rip apart the walls with her thoughts. Metal bulkheads twisting and folding like a piece of paper being crumpled up by an invisible hand. “Whoa, whoa, you keep this up and you’ll blow us all into space!” Parcisei pleaded.

      “Shut up!”

      “There’s a way out of this,” he said while his reptilian eyes stared at the damage being done to the walls. “Join the Celestial Order. They’ll accept you and uh this guy here too.” He pointed to Danyal, who watched on from the cockpit in horror. “Give it a shot. According to one of my contacts, Fahia arrived here on Paryo not long ago.”

      “Your contacts?” Her psionic activity stopped instantly at his statement. “When did you contact anyone?”

      “While you were gone.” He ducked his floating body, narrowly avoiding the remains of a pipe that was telekinetically launched toward his face. It hit the side of the wall and spun aimlessly as it bounced off. “It was a secured channel!” Parcisei began to search for his data pad, one of the random objects tossed around during her rampage. She saw his hands tremble while he interacted with the cracked touch screen and badly damaged interface. “She’s located in an underground temple here,” he pointed toward what appeared to be a market place on the edge of the capital city. “We all can teleport in, with all the teleporting going on within the city I doubt anyone will notice us or care to look into it.”
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* * *

      Ancient Temple, Paryo, Uemaesce System

      Bright-blue light sent hordes of dedicated Hashmedai Celestial Order worshippers scattering away, unknowing if the people teleporting in were friend or foe. Out from the light emerged Noylarlie, Parcisei, and Danyal. The three looked around the darkened stone made chambers before pushing their way down the halls led by Parcisei. Noylarlie debated what her next move would be; offering Danyal to the empress didn’t work out as expected. Telling these people they’re worshipping the wrong deity no doubt was going to yield the same or similar results. Mother needs to be more specific next time she sends her on a journey such as this.

      “Fahia! We have some guests,” a worshipper said, running into a small room.

      “Send them in,” Fahia’s voice said from the room.

      The worshipper returned, and led the three in. Fahia sat at a desk, with candles providing a minimal amount of lightning, causing her eyes along with everyone else sans Parcisei to glow their respective colors. There was a young couple wearing robes in the corner sitting, by the looks of it they were talking with Fahia before Noylarlie and her group’s unexpected arrival.

      “My gods, Parcisei!” Fahia said upon noticing Parcisei. “Did you not travel to Earth?”

      “We did,” he replied. “Noylarlie here has tapped into some mind-blowing gifts from the gods.” He pointed to the red glow of Noylarlie’s gem that rested between her breasts.

      “A gem I gave to you,” Fahia said to Parcisei. “You let her attune to it?”

      “Uh, yeah, sure did!” That confirms that; he lost the gem and doesn’t have the guts to admit it. “And she created a wormhole leading from the human system to here.”

      Noylarlie looked at the couple sitting down once more, the woman’s behavior was…odd. She caught her looking away from her several times, even stranger was the gem…she felt it reacting to the presence of the woman, as if it was aware of her, and drawn to her. The woman peeked at Noylarlie again, and she saw her red eyes, pale skin, and what it appeared to be platinum-blond hair from beneath her hood.

      “And who is this?” Fahia asked, stepping toward Danyal.

      “Better question is,” Noylarlie said forcing the robe off the woman with her mind. “Who is this?”

      Everyone’s attention turned toward Noylarlie’s action, a robe hovered in the air, and Princess Kroshka stood below it, dressed in human attire and a gem just like Noylarlie’s hanging around her neck. Kroshka’s eyes were wide open as she leaped from her chair in a panic.

      “Well this is turning into quite the family reunion,” Noylarlie said unenthusiastically.

      “Noylarlie…it has been ages,” Kroshka said.

      “Your mother said the exact thing,” Noylarlie said and then snapped her fingers. Kroshka’s body floated in the air and shot forward toward Noylarlie, her hands wrapped around Kroshka slender neck while her fangs gleamed from her wicked grin.

      “Kroshka!” the man with her stood up and shouted. Noylarlie saw his hand was ready to draw his weapon.

      A small white fireball slowly began to take form around Noylarlie’s free hand as she said to him, “Take one more step and watch what happens.”

      Fahia moved next to Kroshka with interest, Noylarlie paid no mind to her. If she was concerned about the conflict growing, she would have done something by now. If anything, she was enjoying it, as much as Noylarlie was.

      “Another gem?” Noylarlie heard Fahia whisper from Kroshka’s side, having taken notice that she too possessed one. “The gods have gifted us twice!”

      “No,” Parcisei said. “Three times.” Noylarlie felt his scale-clad hand pat her bare shoulder in a friendly manner.

      A gift from their gods? Noylarlie thought to herself while continuing to grin at Kroshka’s helpless body and her powerless guardian. I’m in control again. I got the power!

      Those thoughts ended abruptly as Kroshka’s gem pulsed three times, removing Noylarlie’s hold on her both psionically and physically. Kroshka was free and stood with a slight fearless stance. Noylarlie’s hand reached up attempting to hold her with her telekinesis once again.

      Nothing.

      Kroshka repelled all of Noylarlie’s gifts back to her.

      Quite impressive, she thought, since Kroshka did not undergo psionic cybernetic augmentation.
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* * *

      Abyssal Hammer, Foicanta Orbit, Proxima Centauri System

      Ary Nemea, captain of the Radiance cruiser Abyssal Hammer, sat in her chair within her briefing room. The ship hovered in orbit around the tilted locked planet of Foicanta on a patrol mission to locate Celestial Order ships or follower movement. Of course, unknown to the union, Nemea and most of the crew had been long indoctrinated by the radical teachings of the order, and had been for years. Reports of order activity in the sector go unreported, while legit Radiance or human activity is secretly passed toward the many followers residing on the planet below.

      She folded her hands and shut her purple eyes to focus and connect her psionic mind to the order’s deep space psionic network. An emergency meeting was called for all order members with telepathy powers to tap in and listen to an important broadcast. She never underwent psionic cybernetic augmentation, and lacked enhancements like the brain chip all psionics get that greatly boosts their gifts. Telepathic communication as a result required a lot more focus and concentration for her.

      “Attention everyone, we are on a general alert, please update your status now,” Gab Delakirnei’s voice echoed in her mind.
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* * *

      ESV John F. Kennedy, Asteroid Belt, Sol System

      Gab Delakirnei’s three-foot-tall body stared at the asteroid belt from the observation window in the John F. Kennedy’s lounge. To the UNE off duty staff within the lounge having a drink or playing games, he as just enjoying his break, gazing off into space, not plotting the downfall of all those who don’t follow the path of the order.

      “Our associates’ part of the Earth front is ready to enter the final stages of their objectives,” his nonverbal report continued. “The humans are considering joining the union, there’s some unrest right now, but in time it will be quelled.”
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* * *

      Aervounis, Luminous System

      Ary Cehaei stared at the great ocean of Aervounis, the Aryile home world. His rapid transit train sped along the outskirts of the second largest floating city on the planet, hovering over the deep blue waves of warm water. “We need more time to remove the council,” his thoughts projected to the psionic network.

      “How much?” Delakirnei replied.

      “We are working on a few leads to make this happen,” he projected. “And one council member may have the potential to turn and devote their lives to us.”

      “Get it done, replacing the council for the union and the throne for the empire needs at the same time to ensure a smooth transition.”
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* * *

      Assassins’ Guild Pyramid, Paryo, Uemaesce System

      Archmage Gayir listened in to the meeting, and verbally reported to Torval from his office within the Hashmedai assassin’s guild. He then psionically transmitted his update. “It has been brought to my attention that Kroshka was discovered in one of our temples here on Paryo.”

      “Really,” Cehaei’s voice echoed.

      “Shall they finish the job?” asked Nemea.

      “Oh wait, my friends, there’s more,” Gayir’s mind projected. “Archmage Noylarlie is there as well along with our dear friend Parcisei.”

      “Parcisei a free man? The gods truly must like him.”
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* * *

      Talsyk, Avalon System

      Za Fenea was quite the multitasker as she not only listened in, but taught mathematics to young Rabuabin children in an outdoor class room on Talsyk, the Rabuabin home world.

      “They showed up with Danyal, the human Hashmedai hybrid,” she heard Gayir echo.

      “So…it is true,” Delakirnei said. “Akeia has a son.”

      Her tail stood up on end upon hearing the confirmation.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Port Shala, Morutrin Prime, Morutrin System

      A Hashmedai psionic, Saleriz’s, attention shifted back and forth from the psionic network meeting and the half-naked Hashmedai strippers from a gentleman’s club. His blue hands held on to the glass of his drink, waiting for the meeting to end.

      “Don’t kill Kroshka then; her empathy toward humans might help Danyal adjust to life in the empire. Not to mention provide an ally for him within the imperial family. See to it he follows the way of the order, this could be the replacement we were looking for,” Delakirnei transmitted. “It’s unlikely Kroshka could be converted to our cause.”

      “By the way, those on Morutrin Prime.” The mention of the word “Morutrin” got him to focus a little more on what was being said and less on the girls. “Please seek one, Za Haridei, also going by the name Telan no’vi Ralian. He is a sleeper agent loyal to the Union and is to be vaporized when found.”
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* * *

      Abyssal Explorer, Interstellar Space, Outside of Barnard’s Star System

      “One last thing,” Delakirnei’s voice echoed throughout the head of Ure Sinzihea aboard one of the labs of the Abyssal Explorer. “The wormhole is open.” Her hands released the data pad she was carrying, it floated in the weightless setting much like her body. She was shocked to hear the news.
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* * *

      All four eyes of Mil Dargonea, who was also aboard the Abyssal Explorer, opened wide at the announcement of the wormhole. She staffed the bridge psionic station solo as Stolanei and Karklosea were still resting in cryostasis.

      “Yes, Hannah’s dreams once again have proven to be true,” Cehaei chimed in. “Does Fiesei know about it?”

      “According to Kasidey, it doesn’t matter,” Delakirnei finished. “May the gods light shine upon you all!”
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      Michei returned to the brig via a teleport, he held the red gem that hand the entire crew of the Winston Churchill going nuts not too long ago. Chloe became worried at how fast it took for him to teleport over to the lab, then teleport back with it. There had to have been at least ten people inside the lab studying it at this time. No way in hell they would have allowed Michei to swipe it without putting up a fight…and radioing in for help. Sooner or later someone was going to catch on what the two of them were doing.

      Michei waved his hand toward the wall terminal controlling the force field, causing it to shut down while he quickly handed Ella the gem. The instant it was in the palm of her hands, Michei stepped backward and performed the exact same movement of his hands, the force field reactivated.

      “It’s all up to you now, Ella,” Michei said. “Find her, the Rabuabin girl with human-styled hair. She’ll lead you to my partner, Telan…I hope.”
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      Port Shala, Morutrin Prime, Morutrin System

      The planets of the solar system, ships of the UNE and Radiance, dormant comets, and nearby stars all zipped past Ella’s conscious, as it traveled into Avearan’s body once again, as Avearan’s mind was transferred into the body of Ella’s sealed away body behind a force field.

      You again, Avearan thought.

      It’s been a while. Now think back to that Rabuabin girl from the train. Where did she get off? Ella thought back.

      You know the location.

      She was right; their minds were one. All it took was a few seconds of digging through her thoughts to get access to what she needed. Yeah, I do…damn it. This is too strange.

      Ella noticed that she was standing in the middle of a crowded and humid shopping district. There were deep puddles around her in which people, mostly Linl splashed through with little to no care about water droplets spattering upwards. Upon closer inspection she saw the water splashes didn’t really leave the surface as high was she would expect it to. Right, everything is heavier here.

      More digging through Avearan’s memories revealed where she was and what station the Rabuabin woman left. In control of Avearan’s body, she walked back to the rapid transit station, and awaited a train going to the location within Avearan’s memory.

      It was a lengthy wait at the platform, during which she felt Avearan take notice of the brig she now found herself to be in. And she learned the hard way that it was a force field keeping her locked in her cell, a painful lesson indeed.

      So they put you…us in prison? Avearan thought.

      If you hadn’t acted the way you did…

      The train arrived at last and she boarded it alongside several Linl and Hashmedai, and two or three Aryile. During the ride back down, Ella went over in her head the Rabuabin language. Officially she never fully learned all of it, but since the Radiance Creole language contained many words from the Rabuabin language, she knew that utilizing the knowledge of those worlds would at least help eliminate much of the language barrier combined with her limited knowledge of their language. According to Avearan’s memories she got off at the stop leading toward a heavily Rabuabin populated area of Port Shala.

      Ella, commanding Avearan’s body left upon arrival at the stop. Exiting the station she saw a massive coverage of green grass leading toward a park. In the distance was the ever so common sight of the towering skyscrapers of the city, blocking half of the sunlight and dark rain clouds rolling into the region. There was a river to the right of her, separating the park from another assortment of pillaring skyscrapers.

      Her uneasy footsteps carried her onto the soft grass where she encountered various Rabuabin living their carefree live as a Radiance exiles. She questioned a few them, asking if they had seen a woman fitting the description she remembered from her last visit here. There were a lot of odd glares at her, she was either using the wrong words or they felt it was odd that a Hashmedai speaking with an Australian accent was talking to them.

      A small group of Rabuabin in their teens understood what she was saying, and knew exactly who she was talking about. One of them directed her toward a set of chairs in the park overlooking the river. Jackpot, she thought upon laying eyes on Kalis. She walked over and sat down next to her. Kalis, however, continued to look toward the flowing river with her blue eyes. Her tail slowly wagged from side to side as it rested on a free and opened spot on the bench.

      Ella waited before speaking, she was quite captivated by her beauty. Everything about her appearance was just so…flawless. How her hair didn’t cover up too much of her ram-like horns, nor were they large.

      I get it now; you’re attracted to this woman, Avearan thoughts echoed.

      What?

      You can’t hide thoughts like this from me. I was unaware humans could be attracted to one of the same gender.

      I like guys too…

      I guess our species aren’t so different.

      Enough staring at the cute girl, she had a mission to do. “Hello?” Ella said in the Rabuabin language. “I just wanted to chat.”

      Kalis turned her head toward her, smiled warmly after several seconds and spoke. “Sorry, not used to hearing a Hashmedai speak my language.”

      “Or my accent?”

      “Yeah, that’s a strange one as well,” she said. “Not one to talk, my hair everyone says is strange.”

      “I think it’s lovely, very human,” Ella said.

      “It is, there was this Hashmedai woman who did work on the human home world, she learned this style and a few others. I ended up giving it a try, something different.”

      “I bet your boyfriend likes it,” she was fishing for information, namely about Jazz.

      There was no reply, not at first, just a puzzled expression on her face as tried to process what she asked. “Boyfriend? What is that?”

      “Well, err,” Ella didn’t know if something was lost in translation or the Rabuabin don’t have a word for “boyfriend,” given how well the conversation is going, she was leaning toward the latter. What do they call boyfriends out here? Ella thought.

      With Rabuabin? How should I know? Avearan thought.

      Ask the one who’s in front of you, her thoughts echoed back.

      Does it matter?

      Oh, fuck it.

      “What I mean is, your uh, male companion in life, your partner, mate?” Yes, that might work, she thought. “Mate,” seeing how that’s the word Hashmedai would use, and since she’s in a Hashmedai body, she might understand better.

      “Ah,” she said. “We are, still in the first stages.” She leaned closer toward her, with a data pad in her hands; a picture of Jazz was displayed on the screen. “His name is Jazz.”

      “Tell me all about him.” Inquiring minds back on Earth would like to know everything you know about him!

      “I would but, I need to get ready for work.” She pointed toward a tall building in the distance. “Vuanel Gi Talsyk great Rabuabin food.”

      “Never been there.”

      “You should try it when you get the chance. My father, Telan no’vi Ralian, is the chef.”
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      Avearan while in control of Ella’s body spoke from the confines of her cell. “She reports that Telan no’vi Ralian is a chef at some local restaurant.”

      “That must be his cover. Tell her to head there,” Michei said.

      Just for the record, I ate an hour ago, Avearan thought after relaying Michei’s request.
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* * *

      Port Shala, Morutrin Prime, Morutrin System

      A Whisper agent watched Kalis and the Hashmedai psionic sit on the park bench talking. He appeared as a Rabuabin grounds keeper and stood farther back, behind a set of trees, acting as if he was trimming branches and taking soil readings with his data pad. In reality, his data pad picked up their vocal communication; it was enough to make him grit his teeth.

      “Aborting mission,” he transmitted to the rest of his team.

      “Why?” one member asked back.

      “Kalis has company, Hashmedai psionic. I’d rather not be turned into ashes.” He then saw the two get up as Kalis led them away down a footbridge, leading directly into the cluster of skyscrapers ahead. “They’re moving out, I’m going to follow, keep a lock on my signal.”

      He discreetly moved behind them, keeping his distance, and trying ever so hard to not make a sound. Phylarlie in the distance couldn’t help but grin at the situation, Avearan was not only a person of interest for the Assassins’ Guild, but the Whisper as well. Phylarlie became the third party to follow behind Kalis and Avearan undetected.
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* * *

      Ella was led up a lengthy elevator ride, which took her to the floor where Vuanel Gi Talsyk was located. She could smell a variety of aromas coming from the halls that she just stepped into. She didn’t even need further directions as to where to go, follow the smell and strange alien electronic music beating in the air.

      As she entered, she noticed the restaurant wasn’t full of patrons. The lengthy day and night cycles of this planet, it was hard to tell when an establishment was about to close or when it had just opened. A young Rabuabin woman greeted her and offered her a place to sit. She requested a seat closest to the kitchen, which oddly enough to her was located directly in the middle of the establishment an open kitchen at that. She sat down, hoping to catch a glimpse of Telan, the chef; this brought her to next question…

      Ask them what I’m supposed to do when I find him.

      Ella sensed Avearan relaying the message to Chloe and Michei. She couldn’t help but laugh every time she listened in on what was going on with her body—hearing her voice speak with an accent that almost sounded Russian.

      “Say his registration number, one-one-five-five, and that Michei has mission critical information,” she heard Michei’s voice speak.

      Kalis, with a glowing smile, approached Ella; she wore a lovely black dress and held a data pad in her hands, ready to take her order. “Have decided you what you’d like to try?”

      She hesitated for a moment; after all, she didn’t really come here to eat, but to meet Kalis’s father. But at the same time, didn’t feel comfortable straight up getting to the point. According to Michei, Telan’s life might be in danger.

      Her finger aimed toward a random menu item on the pad before her. “Uh…yeah uh this.” Play it safe, act like she came to enjoy herself before getting to the point. Make things look normal and legit.

      “Without the vegetables sides, I take it?” Kalis said, while keying in her order.

      Say yes, Hashmedai can’t digest plants very well, Avearan’s thoughts echoed.

      Kalis walked away to take other orders from waiting patrons while Ella fixed her sights on the kitchen staff, trying to figure out which one was Telan. There were about six Rabuabin men cooking food, all of them dressed in the same dark orange attire and apron. There was no way to tell who was who; Kalis will have to point him out. No worries, she’ll ask the next time she returns, which was part of the plan anyway.

      In the meantime, she picked up the menu and tried to figure what the hell she ordered in the first place. Speaking Rabuabin was one thing, reading it? It looked like chicken scratches with random ovals above and below some of the text.

      Gunfire ripped apart the ceiling, as three armed men with magnetic rifles stormed in without warning. The gunshots caused her to leap from her chair, dropping the menu and her drink onto the floor. “Shit!” she yelled in English, which also happened to be the language the gunmen were speaking…English as they ordered everyone to get their hands up and face the wall. Well that rules out them being Linl, must be human…only how did humans make it out here? Jazz was supposed to be the only one who ventured to this part of the galaxy.

      Screams and panic ensued as the three gunmen now had the weapons drawn toward everyone as they were pushed into one corner.

      They speak the human language, Avearan thought.

      Let the major and Michei know what’s going on.

      “We got a psi here!” one of the gunmen said, pointing at Ella in Avearan’s body.

      All three rifles were now drawn and pointing in her general direction. The gunmen slowly closed the gap between them and Ella, one of the pulled out a slave collar. “If I even get the hint of an object moving without anything touching it, she dies!” another gunman stated.

      Standing with the rest of the patrons, cooks, and service staff, a possessed Avearan’s hands rose to surrender herself. Toward the entrance, there was a glimmer of hope that stepped in, hope from an unexpected source. Phylarlie, the assassin who was hell-bent on slaying her not long ago, briefly uncloaked as the gunmen were fixated on Ella. Phylarlie’s index finger hovered before her lips in shush motion and vanished into her stealth stance.

      You see that? Ella thought.

      Give me control, Avearan thought back.

      I think she wants to help.

      I don’t care; give me control of my body. I’m not dying ’cause of you being too weak to do anything! If that slave collar gets on me, then it’s over.

      Avearan kept her gem in her pouch strapped around her waist. Ella already had Avearan’s hands raised in the air, making a sudden reach for the gem with three trigger happy gunmen pointing their rifles carried too many risks. Never mind the fact that those high velocity bullets will not just kill her but everyone standing behind her after they rip through her body.

      Stop hesitating! Switch us back, I’ll be fine, Avearan thought.

      Her hands lunged downward to her pouch. “Oh shit,” she muttered as she saw one of the gunmen react.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      Instantly, Ella’s thoughts crossed the cosmos once again, landing back in her body aboard the Winston Churchill. She threw her body to the floor, which was going to be her next reaction before the gem switched her mind back. She quickly got back to her feet and said, “It’s me, Ella. Avearan went into fight.”

      Chloe’s fist slammed against the wall. “Damn it…we need to hurry this up,” she said, turning back toward the two downed guards. “Someone is paging them; it won’t be long before someone comes down to discover why they aren’t responding.”

      “I can go back in,” Ella offered.

      “Don’t. You might be jumping in at a bad time,” Chloe said.

      “Not to mention you don’t know how to use her psionics,” Michei added.
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* * *

      ESV John F. Kennedy, Asteroid Belt, Sol System

      Delakirnei’s sermon aboard the John F. Kennedy’s Radiance chapel ended. Its human worshippers, UNE personnel, all stood to their feet in unison and left to carry out their assigned duties aboard the ship.

      Duties he assigned them.

      Delakirnei tapped his earpiece communicator and then gave the transmission his followers were all waiting for. “Ready?”

      “Bridge team ready,” said Commander Cartwright.

      “Engine room team ready,” said Chief Louis.

      “Habitat ring team ready,” said Dr. Simmons.

      “Flight deck ready,” said Lieutenant Edmonds.

      “Let’s go,” Delakirnei ordered. “May the gods’ light shine upon us all!”
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* * *

      Delakirnei teleported onto the bridge of the John F. Kennedy and floated above the central hologram. His tiny Vorcambreum hand quickly began to point to the various bridge crew members who rejected his offer to convert to the Radiance religion, none of them saw the bombardment of purple plasma balls hurl down toward them. Some were burned alive by the insane heat of the blast; others were hit with too many plasma blasts and were straight up vaporized. One ensign left behind a pair of legs still sitting at his post while two crew members’ faces melted.

      Commander Cartwright assisted, unholstering his ePistol and unloading round after round of bullets into the heads of those deemed unfaithful, leaving Captain Brigs, who looked on in terror, for last. His entire bridge crew was killed in matter of seconds.

      “Captain Brigs!” Cartwright said, stepping toward him with his magnetic boots. “Bow before me, pledge your undying allegiance to the gods and your life will be spared.” Brigs lifted a necklace of the holy cross from under his uniform and kissed it in defiance of Cartwright’s wishes. “Have it your way,” Cartwright said. Four bullets from his ePistol ripped four golf-ball-sized holes through Brigs’s chest, bending his body over backward as his magnetic boots kept his legs in place. Large beads of weightless blood and smoking chunks of flesh floated away from him in a straight line. “XO has the conn,” was all Cartwright had to say as he, Delakirnei, and three others loyal to their cause took control of the ship’s systems.

      A similar massacre went down in other areas of the ship. Dr. Simmons led a team of five that swept every section of the habitat ring, gunning everyone down. Most of the crew was asleep in their quarters when his team overrode the door locks and riddled their bunks with bullets. Every bedsheet and pillow dripped with blood or had body parts shot off by their weapons.

      Several engineers managed to escape the death party from the engine room and floated into the main corridors of the ship. Unbeknown to them, the habitat ring wasn’t safe; those who tried to escape there were gunned down the instant the doors swung open. Delakirnei and Cartwright’s teams performed a deck-by-deck sweep extending from the bridge all the way down toward the engine room, picking off the last of the fleeing engine room crew. Their bloody and hole-filled bodies floated and tumbled throughout the ship.

      Marines and flight crew got the worst of it as most of them were ordered onto the flight deck for an inspection or performance drills. As soon as the green light was given, Lieutenant Edmonds opened all sections of the flight deck up, blowing everyone out into space. Only transports and fighters remained as they were still chained down via magnets. Hijinks, Orbital, and Hammer, who were still in their flight suits, held on to the landing gear of one fighter craft as they slapped their helmets on, there was no time to activate mag boots as a result. The unforgiving vacuum of space tried its hardest to pull them out.

      “Oh hell!” Orbital screamed as Hijinks lost her grip and became the next person who got taken by the cold grip of space. “Hijinks!”

      Hammer saw her spiral past him, heading out toward the hangar bay doors leading to the asteroid belt. His hand reached forward to grab her, and contact was made. But the force of her being dragged out caused his grip around the landing gear of the fighter he was hanging on to loosen as well. The two of them ended up outside the ship in the vacuum of space; Orbital was alone.

      Hijinks’s and Hammer’s bodies continued to spiral out of control along the underside of the John F. Kennedy’s hull. All they saw was the star-filled blackness of space, asteroids, the John F. Kennedy, and more space. The imagery kept changing; none of it were things they wanted to see. Hijinks’s spiral resulted in her impacting against the hull of the ship. Violent and uncontrollable tumbles continued until a small maintenance hatch handle happened to slap into her hands.

      She was stable; Hammer, however, wasn’t. His trajectory sent him spinning toward her, fast. It looked as if he was going to crash into her and knock her back, sending them floating into space again. She did her best to spin her body around and reached out to grab him, hoping her save attempt would be more successful than his had been. It was.

      The two of them were safe and secure, Hijinks holding on to the handle, while Hammer was holding on to her. In the distance the two saw the bodies of hundreds of marines and pilots floating away from the hangar doors, their faces covered in frost from the coldness of space. A mass grave of brave men and women who only wanted to protect the human race from the Hashmedai Empire—it appeared Radiance was going to be added to that list now.

      “Lass, we just seriously survive a mutiny?” Hammer asked.

      “No, not a mutiny,” Hijinks replied. “Did you hear what they were chanting?”

      “Aye…that was some pure Radiance shit.”

      “It’s the heretics,” Orbital transmitted toward them. “They have humans in their ranks now.”
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* * *

      Delakirnei and Cartwright returned to the bridge of the John F. Kennedy. A holographic window appeared, displaying the status of all their teams. And the status of the crew not loyal to their cause. Cartwright grinned. “We have control of the JFK,” Cartwright confirmed.

      “Setting course to Earth,” Delakirnei said and connected his psionic mind with the John F. Kennedy’s navigational controls.
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* * *

      Hijinks saw the hangar bay doors shut, effectively cutting them off from Orbital and the rest of the ship. She cursed several times under her helmet and asked Hammer, “Know a way back in?”

      “You really want to go back into that lass?”

      “Just look.” She pointed behind them; there was a faint glow forming from the aft section of the ship. “We’re about to go into sublight speed.”

      His head cocked toward where she was pointing, and he confirmed the engines were powering up. “Oh, fuck me.”

      “Don’t know about you, but I can’t hang on to a ship traveling at half the speed of light very well.” She looked upward to the maintenance hatch that had saved the two of them. “Give me a hand with this.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Silver Raven, Northern Mexico, Sol System

      A half an hour power nap, Jazz was glad to get it. It wasn’t just for the rest, but a chance to be alone with his thoughts. The year he’d spent living among aliens, he wanted nothing more than to return to Earth, see and experience what had changed during his two-decade cryo sleep, see if anyone he knew from life had survived the invasion. And so far, he’d done none of that, and it seemed he probably never would. If this operation failed, he could be dead. Hannah had said herself that his healing powers couldn’t save him from everything and hinted it wasn’t exactly going to be around forever. If he succeeded? They would have to flee Earth, this time for good. While never knowing if his family was alive. Hell, who was he kidding? Most of them lived on the East Coast, which had been trashed during the opening days of the invasion.

      He forced his body out from his bed and exited his room. Human room temperatures were set for all areas of the ship with the exception of the cockpit. Eupiar had moved herself and her laptop into the cockpit, taking a seat next to Veloshira, who surprisingly hadn’t killed anyone, yet. Destiny sat on one of the lounge chairs, drinking from a water bottle she had swiped from the last safe house they were at. It reminded Jazz of how dry his mouth had become; a drink of water wouldn’t be a bad idea right now.

      He sat down, joining Destiny with a bottle of water of his own. Its chilly and revitalizing flow caused his body to become numb briefly. “Yo,” he said to her after downing his gulp.

      “Dollon would have loved to have had a ship like this,” Destiny said, looking around.

      “We just got it recently. It’s not bad so far.” And the first ship I’ve been on that has had a fucking bedroom.

      “Ah, so I guess you haven’t fucked any sexy alien girls in this ship yet then, uh?” Her question was completely unexpected. “Don’t look away; you couldn’t go a month without visiting me back in the day!”

      He thought back to the good old days, when Destiny had been a cute, young Las Vegas escort, and those crazy, sticky, wet, and passionate nights when she was his, for the right price. She was the only escort who was totally cool with the idea of him hanging out when she wasn’t working. As he recalled, that was how he had met Kroshka, when the two thought she was the weird girl from Europe. Fast-forward to today: Destiny was a terrorist, Jazz was an assassin, and Kroshka was next in line to be the empress of a galactic empire.

      “I got my own place on Morutrin Prime for that,” Jazz finally said with a smirk.

      “So you are a xenosexual like myself. I knew it.”

      “The fuck?”

      “You only peruse alien partners,” she said. “I gave up on human men years ago, Hashmedai dudes only.”

      She was right; Jazz had not had sex with a human woman in a long time. Ironically enough, the last human he was with had been Destiny, just before the invasion. Every woman he bedded after that had been Hashmedai; Linl; and, thanks to Kalis, Rabuabin. Damn, he thought. Kalis was quite possibly the best sex he had had in life too.

      “Got something for you guys!” Eupiar shouted from the cockpit.

      Destiny stood up from her seat and said, “Let’s go. You can tell me all about the sexy alien girls you boinked later, Kirk.”

      Ice cold air hit Jazz and Destiny as they entered the cockpit. Eupiar was surrounded by at least seventeen holographic windows. Veloshira was sloped over in her chair, impatiently waiting for the all clear to go.

      “Managed to take a peek at their network before getting chased out,” Eupiar reported, and then her hands flipped through the windows that orbited her as if they were physical files. Finally she found the one she was looking for and made a heavy swipe, sending it flying toward Jazz and Destiny. “The president is on Earth Ship One en route to Beijing to give a speech.”

      “All right, so what’s the bait?” Jazz asked.

      “There is no bait.” She had lifted up a window from below her, bringing it into her sight. “This is a virus, the same one that shut down the HLF base a while back.”

      Destiny’s arms crossed upon hearing that. “I thought it was totally purged. How did you get a copy of that?”

      “Does it matter? This is the edge we need!” Eupiar exclaimed. “I’ve uploaded it to Earth Ship One and the UNE security systems in Geneva including its automated drone defense network around Earth Cube.” A new and larger window projected, showing the status of the virus as it worked its way into the systems mentioned. “I’m tracking Earth Ship One now. With any luck they’ll take notice of the problem and be forced to turn around and make an emergency landing.”

      “I’ll update Vel. What about Hannah?” Jazz said.

      “I got the whole floor plan to the EISS HQ right here,” Eupiar said, swiping the window with said floor plans toward Destiny. “She’s being held in some kind of underground psionic holding cell.”

      “Psionic holding cell? That doesn’t make sense,” Jazz said.

      “Guess they know of her unique skill of predicting events,” Destiny concluded.

      “Alisha ain’t no psionic. No way Hannah would be one,” Jazz said.

      “What about her father?” Eupiar asked.

      Jazz pounded at the thought, and then gave his answer. “He’s an asshole, so no.”

      “They’re turning back. They’re fucking turning back!” Eupiar said as one of her screens flashed an alert.

      “Let’s do this!” Jazz said and began to relay everything that was said to Veloshira in Hashmedai. Veloshira’s hands quickly inputted a series of commands, and the Silver Raven began to rumble slightly as it lifted off into the darkened Mexican skies.

      “Eupiar, this is going to be a one-way trip by the way,” Jazz said. “If you want to get off and be with your family—”

      “I sent my brother an e-mail,” Eupiar said, keeping her focus on her screens.

      “Eupiar,” Destiny said.

      “You guys won’t be able to finish this without me,” Eupiar interjected. “So let’s just focus on that, OK?”

      Eupiar’s choice to abandon her family to help was admirable in Jazz’s eyes. At least her family knew she was still alive and why they wouldn’t be seeing her anytime soon. Jazz himself wished he had had the chance to send one final message to the people he knew when he left Earth. They wouldn’t have died wondering what became of him.

      “Very well, Eupiar and I will go for Hannah, then,” Destiny said. “Jazz, you take care of your mission with Vel.”

      “What about fighters?” Eupiar asked. “The drone network may be down, but I’m sure UNE will send fighters to shoot us down.”

      “Vel will have to stay here and pilot this, then,” said Jazz as he moved over to update her again on the last detail of the mission.

      “Is she going to be OK with that?” Destiny asked.

      There was nothing stopping Veloshira from taking the Silver Raven and shooting all three of them dead if she wasn’t happy with the mission results. Killing Veloshira crossed his mind, but only briefly as she was their ride out of here. And her Hashmedai speed and reflexes were deadly to say the least. The inmates from the prison riot found that out the hard way.

      “I really hope so,” he said and then began to speak to her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 28

        

      

    

    
      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      Chloe armed herself with an ePistol, one of the sidearms of the brig guards, who were still out cold. Shoot to wound! Shoot to wound! she constantly told herself as she took aim and faced the entrance to the brig. She overheard on the radio that two crewmen were currently en route and were just minutes away from stepping through those doors. Avearan needs to hurry the fuck up.

      “This is taking too long,” Chloe said.

      “Give her time,” Ella said while fidgeting with the gem in her hands.

      Two UNE security personnel stepped through the sliding doors and raised their rifles upon seeing Chloe, Michei, two downed officers, and Ella holding a gem she shouldn’t have been holding. None of them wore combat armor or personal shields, as indicated by the bullet that pierced through the arm of one of the security officers. A follow-up kick to the side of his head put him to the ground shortly afterward. He’ll live, she thought as she stood over his body. The round she had hit him with was programmed to be a low-velocity shot via a smaller slug. Michei pacified the second one in the same manner as the first guard he had encountered: telekinetic push into the wall.

      “Well, that’s the end of my career,” Chloe said upon realizing she now not only had broken her confinement but participated in assaulting four UNE personnel. Oh, and willfully not reporting Michei stealing the gem. “Your friend better be worth this.”

      Over the radio, she heard Xavier demanding an update from the two who had just entered.
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* * *

      Port Shala, Morutrin Prime, Morutrin System

      Phylarlie stopped for a moment after witnessing Avearan undergo a strange personality switch after her hand had reached into her pouch. The assault played out as quickly as it had started: Avearan’s psionic shields flared on, protecting her and the hostages from the spray of weapons’ fire from the English-speaking gunmen. Two of them began to strafe in an attempt to avoid her psionics locking on to them. Big mistake, Phylarlie thought as her leg swiped across the floor, tripping one of them during their tactical retreat.

      She plunged both of her psionic daggers through his head the instant he fell to the floor, burning two sizeable gashes into and out the back of his head. Her cloak still remained. Excellent; now where had the other two gone? Phylarlie only saw one gunman remaining. The other was…somewhere she couldn’t see, nor did she have time to search. Her invisible steps came to a halt as the hostages began to sprint toward the exit. Avearan extended her shields to protect their escape. A praiseworthy move, Phylarlie thought.

      Gunfire erupted from behind an overturned dining table and splashed across the mauve aura of Avearan’s shields. Phylarlie saw Avearan’s telekinetic powers lift her body into the air followed by the table, which the gunman had been hiding behind. White fireballs shot out from her glowing arms and exploded with a thunderous burst of energy as they landed near their intended target. A target who ran fast toward another set of tables and chairs, and then another. For a human, he had the speed and reflexes of a Hashmedai, and that speed was hindering Avearan’s ability to take him down.

      Phylarlie’s hands exchanged her pair of psionic daggers for her trustworthy plasma ones and then activated her jump port. A blue line of light projected her in front of the nimble gunman, and her daggers glowed green as her presence was unveiled at last. The gunman now had two targets to worry about, two targets to evade, and multitasking clearly wasn’t his expertise.

      His stride slowed as Phylarlie slashed and kicked her way toward him. None of the hits landed, but he wasn’t running, either—no doubt worried that he might run into Avearan’s inferno assault or the newly erupted flames from her bombardment. The bout between the gunman and Phylarlie lasted a whole six seconds, ending with the front of his face being sliced off from her plasma dagger, exposing the bloody oozing insides of his skull.

      “Enough!” shouted a voice in English toward the entrance.

      Both Avearan and Phylarlie directed their attention to the source of the voice. It was the missing gunman; he held Kalis in his arms and aimed a pistol to the side of her head. “Knock my body the wrong way, and my trigger finger might slip,” the gunman said. “Telan…where is he?” Neither of the two replied. The gunman gazed at Phylarlie and said, “Don’t act like you don’t understand me. I know you speak this language very well.”

      “If you want Telan,” a voice from the kitchen said, “come get him.”

      Phylarlie saw an older Rabuabin man step forward from within the kitchen; it was indeed the chef of this restaurant, Telan. He had short light-brown hair and wore an outfit similar to the cooks’, though his had red stripes across the sleeves. His hands spread out to show that he was unarmed and willing to surrender.

      The gunman faced Telan, while still holding his daughter, Kalis, captive. Phylarlie could tell the gunman was planning his next move by the way his eyes darted around and how his lips curled. Kalis was thrown to the floor, and the gunman removed a second pistol from his side and began to charge toward Telan in the kitchen. Both of his dual-wielding weapons shot a torrent of high-velocity rounds, ripping apart kitchen equipment and Telan’s body in the process.

      Avearan used her powers to drag Kalis away from the combat zone, behind some knocked over tables that weren’t on fire. After Kalis was safe and secure, Avearan’s psionics attempted to deal with the charging gunman, but his speed was too great. A similar fiery display unfolded, a barrage of white fireballs exploding behind or off to the sides of a running gunman but not hitting him.

      Phylarlie moved inside the kitchen via a well-timed jump port and then shrouded her presence with her cloaking device, waiting for the last remaining gunman to enter. She kept her body prone to avoid the last bit of weapons’ fire that was still zipping above her head, during which she noticed something odd about the situation: Telan’s body was nowhere to be found. A large square-shaped device was on the floor where he had been standing. She creeped over to examine it closer; it was a holo emitter. Why would a chef need one of these?

      Her answer came as the gunman leaped into the kitchen to confirm the kill. Like Phylarlie, he was shocked to see no body, only a holo emitter. Telan stormed out from the stand-up fridge in the corner, armed with a kitchen knife. He plunged it into the heart of the gunman and then shoved his head into a large vat of boiling oil, drowning him, and cooking his face in the process as smoke rose from his now lifeless body.

      One well-done gunman, extra crispy.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      Chloe saw Ella’s body shake suddenly for a few seconds. She almost lost her balance and fell on the force field to her brig cell. As she came to, she addressed both Chloe and Michei. “You’re welcome.” Her accent sounded Russian.
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* * *

      Port Shala, Morutrin Prime, Morutrin System

      Ella’s mind was once again pulled across space, landing inside of Avearan’s body. Smoke filled up the dining area of the restaurant as massive flames engulfed a lot of the furniture. It only took a few seconds of digging through Avearan’s memories to get an update as to what had happened while she was gone. She smiled upon seeing Avearan go out of her way to protect the lives of non-Hashmedai people, especially Kalis. It was almost as if Ella’s sense of empathy toward all life was affecting her judgment.

      Telan, the real one, that is, walked toward her to offer his thanks; his thanks, however, wasn’t what Ella needed. “You must be very passionate about this place,” she said to him. “But Michei needs some answers from you, agent one-one-five-five.”

      A confused frown stretched across Telan’s hardened face. “Michei…you know him?” he asked.

      “Kind of. He sent me here to speak with you.”
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      “What exactly do you need to know from him?” Avearan asked Michei while in control of Ella’s body.

      “Fiesei!” Michei yelled. “Everything he has on him. Let him know that he’s here on Earth and has triggered a chain reaction of events for a reason.”
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* * *

      Port Shala, Morutrin Prime, Morutrin System

      Avearan’s thoughts relayed the message to Ella, who in turn asked Telan and briefly updated him on the current situation facing Earth, Michei, and Chloe.

      “I wasn’t able to get much out of the order with my time here,” Telan revealed. “A human posing as a Linl named Jazz has been tracking down the order for the last year and was recently sent to Earth to assassinate the president and a soldier in retaliation for an attack on the empress, an attack that was planned by Whisper agents loyal to the Celestial Order.” Telan’s body rushed toward Kalis upon seeing she was shaken up by the ordeal. As he embraced her trembling body and tear-filled eyes, he added, “Tell him he needs to prevent that at all costs. The downfall of the human president will trigger the human population to get closer with Radiance, something the order wants more than Radiance itself.”

      Take out Jazz, save the president, easy enough, Ella thought. Avearan relayed the thoughts back to Chloe and Michei.

      “And don’t kill Jazz. He has some damn good intel on the order—more than he thinks. And most of what I told you came from his files.”

      Oh, and we can’t kill him. Let them know that too, Ella’s thoughts projected toward Avearan.

      The body of the first dead gunman still rested on the floor with a small stream of blood gushing out from the back of his head. “They spoke English, a human language,” Ella said to Telan. “There’s no way humans made it this far into the galaxy. Jazz was the exception since he traveled out here during the invasion.”

      Telan mumbled some words to Kalis in the Rabuabin language then walked toward the body of the gunman while Kalis made her exit from the nightmare. “I was hoping you had an answer to that,” Telan said, and then he placed his hands around the dead gunman’s neck, squeezing hard. “Because as you can see…” The gunman’s appearance melted away and shifted from human to Javnis as Telan released his hold. “He’s not human anymore.”

      “Holy shit,” Ella whispered with a horrified look on her face. She slowly stepped backward until her body become bound, gripped tight by an invisible set of arms.

      “Tell Jazz if he goes through with this, he’ll never see a cup of Rabuabin citrus tea again,” Phylarlie’s voice spoke directly into her ear.

      Phylarlie has a personal message for Jazz as well.

      “And watch your back,” Phylarlie’s voice spoke into her ears once again. “You and I are not finished.”

      Then let’s finish this, Avearan thought.

      Let’s not, Ella thought.

      “My sister might be walking a path with the Celestial Order. These people know quite a bit about them…And so do you.”

      “Do I?”

      “I was doing some research about the Dark Star before I followed you here,” Phylarlie said. “Does the ship Crimson Arrow sound familiar to you?”
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      “The brig may have been compromised. Send a fire team to check it out!” Xavier’s voice roared across the radio.

      Chloe noticed one of the first guards to get attacked started to slowly come to and crawl across the floor. Her feet kicked his radio into the wall as she approached Michei, who was fixed on Ella’s body. She was once again shaking, her thoughts returning to her body.

      “They’re on to us. We need to go now,” Chloe said.

      “It’s me,” Ella said as she came to. “Look, there’s one last bit of info about the attackers it seems—”

      “Save it for later. We gotta boogie,” Chloe said as she shut off the force field and took the gem out of Ella’s hands. “I’ll take that.”

      “But—”

      Chloe’s hand punched in the command to reactivate the force field, and then she made a perfect 180-degree turn and ran toward the exit along with Michei. She looked both ways before running down the halls with her ePistol aimed toward the floor.

      “We should take her with us,” Michei suggested as they started to run faster.

      “I don’t even know where we can go at this point,” Chloe said and then stopped at a four-way intersection in the hall. Her head peeked behind them, then left to right once again. Coast was clear. “Besides, if they see that she’s gone, they’ll rip this whole ship apart to find her.” They were mobile once again, running through the halls. “We need less people searching the decks right now.” Which brought up in her head what to do next. They couldn’t keep running like this; someone would find them. And the president…goddamn it. They needed not to be on the Winston Churchill, period. “Let’s head to the armory,” she said and made a slight change in their trek through the halls toward it.

      “I’ll teleport.”

      “No, everyone is on edge now and actively scanning for anything out of the ordinary. We need to get there on foot and then off the ship via a transport.”
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* * *

      Chloe and Michei entered the elevator connecting the habitat ring to the main section of the Winston Churchill after a quick raid in the armory. She was fully equipped, sporting her protect suit and magnetic rifle. Her shields were already activated in preparation for their final push toward the flight deck. The elevator descended while light from the sun began to shine in. Earth was visible from the window. She glanced at its blue beauty and pondered if she’d ever get a chance to see it again from this high up, for if she and Michei failed, they’d either be dead or serving twenty-five years to life in prison.

      Their bodies became weightless, a sign the elevator ride was concluding, and she waited in anticipation for the doors to slide open, fully expecting a group of marines to be waiting for the very same elevator to take them up to the ring to search the brig. The doors opened; no one was there. They must have used the other three elevators, thank god.

      The two floated their way down the circular corridor, shoving aside maintenance workers and crew personnel on their way to other parts of the ship. Their cover was officially blown; no turning back now. The flight deck entrance was just a few more meters away. Chloe’s arm reached and gripped a handlebar to stop her propelling body from overshooting the entrance to the flight deck. Inside, they saw fighters and transports all neatly lined up, with workers aided with holo pads performing various system checks.

      She pointed toward the nearest transport for Michei to see. “There, that’s our ticket outta here.”

      “Let’s go!”

      The jets on her suit fired and launched her body onto the flight deck. Michei followed behind, using his psionics to float his body. There was a lot of chatter among the crew below them as Chloe and Michei swam past toward their destination. Michei’s psionic mind merged with the transport’s systems and forced the doors to unlock and open right as they were about to crash into them. Instead, they slammed into the interior walls of the transport as the doors quickly slid shut.
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* * *

      Aboard the bridge of the Winston Churchill, the crew frantically tried to sort out reports of people seeing Chloe and Michei traveling together. Security cam footage was useless; naturally, Michei’s psionics were shutting them down as they neared.

      “Captain! Major Vaughan and Michei are…” Lieutenant Junior Grade Sterling reported from his computer station, “…stealing a transport!”

      “What the hell,” said Benally. “That explains the issue at the brig.”

      Sterling added, “Labs are now reporting that someone has attacked them and the gem has been stolen.”

      “Send a security detail to the flight deck at once!” Xavier ordered with rage in his voice.

      “No use, sir,” said Sterling. “They’ve already taken off.”

      “Where are they heading?” Benally asked.

      The central hologram shifted to a projection of Earth and a transport heading toward it from the Winston Churchill. “Europe, by the looks,” Xavier concluded. “Contact Sergeant Boyd and Sergeant Vaughan. Have them and a detachment of marines meet on the flight deck and pursue in a transport.” His focus shifted toward Earth via the forward bridge windows. “I want them brought back alive, if possible.”
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* * *

      Geneva, Earth, Sol System

      Emergency air raid sirens began to blare as reports that Earth Ship One was having major problems. The defense drone network had gone haywire as well as a report of a ship of unknown origin speeding toward Geneva was made public. The sunny and lively day descended into a moment of panic and hysteria in the streets of the capital of the UNE.

      The UNE issued an order requesting all fighters to be launched to protect the city, including those of the Winston Churchill that were already in orbit. The rest of the UNE fleet was contacted shortly afterward and ordered to head to Earth, a task that would take some time, given how deep into the solar system most ships were during their training exercise, not to mention the long communication delay. There was, however, one UNE ship that was close to Earth and expected to make orbit soon: the ESV John F. Kennedy. Only it had been heading to Earth long before the order was given…and no formal contact had been made with it in the last hour.

      The Silver Raven dropped out of its high-speed flight and entered Geneva’s airspace from the west. Several hundred kilometers in front of it lay Earth Ship One, struggling to stay up in the skies, unlike its three fighter-ship escorts.

      Jazz, Veloshira, Destiny, and Eupiar all looked out the Silver Raven’s cockpit windshield. Both Jazz and Veloshira manned the controls of the ship. Eupiar continued her fancy computer work, maintaining the intensity of the virus and directly reprogramming the IFF systems of the drone network, tricking the drones into thinking all UNE ships and personnel were Hashmedai.

      “There it is!” Destiny pointed at the tiny objects in the skies quickly growing in size.

      “And it hasn’t landed,” Jazz said. “Let’s give ’em a reason to right now.”

      The Silver Raven’s engines burst with blue light, propelling the ship toward its prey. Two out of the three fighter escorts broke off to intercept and engaged in a glittering display of weapons’ fire exchange. White contrails left behind by a salvo of plasma missiles and green flashes of light emitted by plasma cannons. The Silver Raven was a larger ship and therefore had the power needed to generate stronger shields. The missiles that managed to deliver their payload exploded upon its unraveling shields.

      “Eupiar?” Jazz said to her.

      “Three seconds!” she replied.

      A swarm of defense drones reactivated and instantly labeled the fighters and Earth Ship One as Hashmedai attack ships. Rail gunfire mixed in with an uncountable number of plasma missile launches destroyed two fighters in a fiery blaze leaving behind fleeing escape pods. The shields of Earth Ship One flicked off and on as the drones unleashed their wrath. The last remaining fighter clearly had no idea what was going on or what to do, making it an easy target for Veloshira as she shot it down with the Silver Raven’s plasma cannons.

      Multiple squadrons of UNE fighters flew into Geneva seconds later. Some descending from the skies, launched by the Winston Churchill, others launched from nearby ground bases. All of them became targets for the drone fleet that locked on to the fighters and propelled over to engage, leaving Earth Ship One unattended.

      The sudden change caused Jazz to grimace. “Nothin’ ever easy, as Phylarlie would say,” he said, then directed his attention to Eupiar, who had so many holo windows around her, he couldn’t see her face. “Anyway, you could take down their shields?”

      “Their crews are flushing the virus out. If we don’t take it down now, it might escape,” Eupiar replied.

      Jazz updated Veloshira on the situation. “It will take some time for us to take out its shields,” Veloshira replied.

      “Yeah, time we don’t have,” Jazz said while looking at a map of the region. There were hundreds of red dots closing in on Geneva. “More ships are coming.”

      “Its aft shields are weaker compared to the rest,” Veloshira said. “I might be able to lower it there and do some damage on its engines.”

      “Better than nothing,” said Jazz. If there are civilians in the area, they better move out of the way. We have no time to waste.

      Plasma fire from the Silver Raven collided with the rear of Earth Ship One. Its aft shields became weaker and weaker with every flash of green-and-blue light.
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      Geneva Airspace, Earth, Sol System

      Jacob and Chris sat upfront aboard a transport in pursuit of Chloe’s transport. Sarah, Tom, and Grace sat in the back fully equipped in their respective layouts. Magnetic rifles and protect suits for Chris and Sarah. Exosuits and eRifles for Jacob, Grace, and Tom.

      “Copy that, we are in visual range of Major Vaughan’s transport,” Jacob said as Earth’s gravity began to take hold of their bodies.

      Few words were spoken as their transport left the Winston Churchill. None of them liked the idea of having to chase and bring in one of their own. Without Chloe’s help, Sarah and Chris’s experience during the Hashmedai invasion wouldn’t have been successful. Without Chloe, the ambush on Foicanta would have had more dead on their side.

      The radio chatter didn’t help with their mood, either. Reports of Geneva under attack by a UFO, the Winston Churchill and nearby bases scrambling fighters to assist…and the John F. Kennedy not responding or assisting.

      Chloe’s fleeing transport led them toward a ferocious aerial battle above Geneva. Fighters struggled to hold their ground as hacked drones viciously attacked them, there were a lot of pilots ejecting from their burning crafts. As they leveled off, Earth Ship One was seen. Its rear engines were set ablaze by an unknown attacking ship. Who am I kidding? Chris thought as he saw green plasma cannons let loose another barrage. Only Hashmedai would rely heavily on plasma weapons like that.

      A bright flash of light exploded, forcing Jacob and Chris to shield their eyes. When the light faded, they saw Earth Ship One crash down on the bridge leading toward the multilayer Lake Geneva suspension bridge, which led toward Earth Cube. “Oh my god,” Chris muttered under his breath.
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* * *

      Chloe stared out the windshield of her transport to the terror below. Earth Ship One crash-landed on top of the Lake Geneva suspension bridge. The entire ship was engulfed in flames, and she had doubts that the bridge was going to stay in one piece judging by the structural damage. Several cars and trucks were overturned; a few of them had been launched into the water below during the blast.

      “He’s killing people!” And by “he,” Chloe meant Fiesei. Yeah, Jazz was involved, but he was nothing more than a pawn, a tool. The chaos here and across the globe…this was Fiesei’s work, using terror to force the human race into the arms of Radiance. These people were suffering because of Fiesei.

      “Well, that’s not good,” Michei commented calmly.

      A sudden shake violently rocked their transport, and before Chloe could check the computers, a second one hit, raining sparks from the ceiling toward her face. “What the fuck? Why aren’t the defense drones doing anything?”

      “Because they’re too busy shooting at us,” Michei reported.

      “They must really want us stopped.”

      “No,” Michei said and paused. His eyes shut for a second, probably scanning the battlefield with his mind. “It’s attacking the other transport as well!”
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* * *

      Eupiar’s hands brushed aside multiple holographic windows at once, revealing her face to Jazz once again. “I have the drones taking out those transports,” she reported.

      “Good, I’d rather not have to deal with commandos right now,” Jazz said and then pointed to the burning wreckage of Earth Ship One. “Bring us to the crash site,” he said to Veloshira in Hashmedai.

      “Make sure nobody survived,” Veloshira replied.

      The Silver Raven’s warning alarms sounded. Jazz looked down toward his computer terminal and reported the newly discovered findings to Veloshira. “We got fighters coming in from orbit and local bases. Looks like some of them are breaking through the drone line.”

      “I’ll deal with them. You finish the job,” Veloshira said. As Jazz arose from his chair, her arm firmly grasped his, and she said, “Do not fail, Jazz, please.”

      There was a sense of concern in her voice, fueled by the thought that the lives of her son and lover would be taken for botching this assessment. He pulled away from her and proceeded to exit the cockpit. “Destiny, Eupiar, lock n’ load,” he said.
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* * *

      EISS Headquarters, Earth, Sol System

      Several stories below Lake Geneva and below Earth Cube rested the psionic prison of the EISS HQ. The facility was designed and built by Radiance, as they’d had their fair share of knowledge in regard to keeping Hashmedai psionics captive. Each cell appeared to be a room with white walls, floor, and ceiling. And that was it. Like Radiance psionic prisons, inmates were spoken to via holograms run by the administration, for their personal safety. A mind shield prevented anyone from teleporting in, a new design choice after Noylarlie’s escape from Lejorania Sanctum. Slave collars hadn’t been enough to keep her locked away.

      Hannah herself was outfitted with one as she was tossed into her cell. Her actions were quite puzzling to Ken as he watched from his office via the hidden cameras in her cell. She didn’t whimper or get frustrated. Rather, she sat and sang songs, and he recognized one of the songs as “Gimme Shelter” by the Rolling Stones.

      The last drop of coffee left Ken’s mug into his mouth. While he held a holo pad with his other hand, an urgent notification popped up regarding the status of Geneva. His finger was about to double tap the message icon floating in front of him when Hannah began to speak.

      “Oh, Kenny, I’m ready to talk now.”

      Fuck the message, he thought and tossed his holo pad aside. Hannah’s interrogation was more important as far as he was concerned. Human psionics weren’t supposed to exist; nevertheless, she displayed a set of skills that suggested otherwise. Predicting the future, appearing in other people’s dreams, not to mention getting much of the Hashmedai population on Earth to bow down and treat her like some kind of…goddess.

      The creation of human psionics was one of the number-one projects of the UNE military until EVE models came around, and then it became less of a priority. A shame, as the facility on Titan was showing great promise. But Hannah…she could be the key to change that, but first Ken needed to know how she had evolved into the person she was today.

      His fingers danced on the computer terminal mounted to his desk, causing his holographic likeness to appear in the middle of Hannah’s cell. “So how are you feeling today?” Ken asked.

      He saw Hannah stand up and raise her hands into the air via the screen in front of him. “The ascension, it begins!” she cried out.

      “Right,” he said while rolling his eyes. “So ya ready to answer some questions, or you still in another world?”

      “Your questions are boring!” Her finger pointed at his hologram. “I have better ones to be asked!”

      “Such as?”

      “How would you prefer to be killed by a blade? In the back or across your neck?”
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* * *

      Geneva, Earth, Sol System

      “Earth Ship One is down. We are going in to find survivors! I repeat, Earth Ship One is down. We are going in to find survivors!” Jacob yelled into his communicator.

      A transport carrying the EDF and marine teams lowered just outside the burning crash site of Earth Ship One. Black smoke filled the skies, adding to the streaks of black smoke created by crashing fighters and drones. The five leaped out from the transport and frantically started a search for survivors. There was nothing but injured people crawling away from the chaos, most of the commuters flung from their cars. Sarah shuddered at the thought of people being possibly being pinned underneath Earth Ship One. Though judging by the looks, it seems most vehicles sped away seconds before impact.

      As they moved past several burning cars, they laid eyes on a group of people grouped around one another helping badly burned people get to their feet. One of the people wore a UNE uniform, a crash survivor, it had to be. Sarah ran over while signaling the rest to follow her.

      “Where’s the president?” she asked.

      The survivor’s blood-soaked face coughed several times before he pointed toward several pillars of flames. “Over here!”

      Two UNE personnel both escorted President Mariana Salamanca out from the hulk of burning metal and away from the smoke and flames.

      “Madam President, are you OK?” Tom asked as he and everyone else ran over.

      “I’m fine, just a few scrapes,” Salamanca replied.

      Five plasma missiles from the skies smashed into the top of their parked transport. The following explosions launched everyone backward and onto the debris-ridden roadway. As Sarah got back to her feet, she saw the aftermath of what had happened and grunted loudly.

      “Oh fuck…there goes our ride.”

      “We got the president. Need an evac at once!” Jacob radioed in. The reply he got, however, was loud static.

      Salamanca was helped back up by the two UNE personnel and Grace, who then shouted to the rest, “It’s not safe here! Ball up. Let’s get everyone back to Earth Cube!”

      Easier said than done, Sarah thought as she looked at Earth Cube off in the distance. It was going to be a long ride across the bridge to get there. And she had her doubts that the trigger-happy drones in the skies were going to let them get far.

      “Stand by, evac is inbound,” a voice over the radio finally replied.
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* * *

      Unknown Transport Ship, Moon Orbit, Sol System

      Fiesei watched the struggle in Geneva unfold from his holo pad. It displayed camera footage from various drones as they attacked all UNE ships and personnel. He spun around in his chair, smiling as Whigli and Kasidey sat in the cockpit. Another UNE fighter was destroyed, seen via the drone’s camera.

      “Just as planned,” Fiesei said. “She used my virus; give me your data pad quickly!”

      Kasidey did just that. He quickly took it out of her hands and keyed in several commands. A progress bar started to load.

      Five percent.

      Thirty percent.

      Seventy-nine percent.

      One hundred percent.

      “Good to go?” Kasidey asked.

      “Yes, I’ll wait for you at the extraction point,” Fiesei said, gazing down at the newly loaded information from the data pad. The orbital defense platform was now infected.
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* * *

      Geneva, Earth, Sol System

      Dust and debris were blown away as the Silver Raven landed briefly, allowing Jazz, Destiny, and Eupiar to exit onto the roadway of the Lake Geneva bridge. The burning crash site was in the distance, and judging by the group of commandos huddled around, it was safe to say they were going to protect the president with their lives. Game on.

      “EISS HQ should be just a little farther ahead,” Destiny said while Jazz sized up his opponents emerging from the flames. “You sure you’ll be all right alone?”

      “Remember what happened in Vancouver? Yeah, I’ll be good. Get Hannah out of there!” Jazz said and then flicked the controls to his cloaking device and became translucent.

      The Silver Raven’s doors shut, and it rose back up to the skies to dance with the fighters that managed to break through the now thinning drone defense line. Both Destiny and Eupiar searched every unmoving car, looking for one that wasn’t too badly damaged or turned upside down. There was no time to marathon run all the way toward Earth Cube and the EISS HQ. Five minutes later, they finally found one. Too bad its driver was still in it, recording the action with his holo phone.

      The driver’s hands began to shake as he saw the determined ginger-hair woman walk toward him with an ePistol grasped in her hands. She stepped next to the driver’s-side window, aimed the barrel of her pistol toward him, and shouted, “Ever played GTA?”
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* * *

      “There!” Chloe screamed while pointing her finger at Jazz seconds before he entered stealth. “That’s him; that’s fucking him!”

      “Taking us in!” Michei said as he psionically controlled the transport to make a landing just before Jazz.
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* * *

      ESV John F. Kennedy, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      Hijinks was grateful she had managed to get over her claustrophobia years ago. Otherwise, she and Hammer’s traverse through the maintenance tubes within the John F. Kennedy wouldn’t have netted the results they got, namely their ticket back aboard. The two crawled through the dark and narrow zero-g passageways in a desperate struggle to return to the flight deck, where Orbital still remained, alone, unarmed, and possibly running out of time.

      “Holy hell,” Orbital’s voice radio over their comms. “We gotta stop this!”

      “We’re outnumbered lad,” Hammer replied.

      “I’m going to have to agree. Let’s not play hero and get our heads shot off.” Hijinks put in her two cents and continued to pull herself through the vents.

      The maze of darkness and cramped space ended, as the two looked down into the flight deck via an air vent grill. Hijinks saw Orbital at one of the computer stations; he lowered his head and sighed. “Damn, they locked out all systems,” Orbital said. “Can’t get an SOS out.”

      “What about our birds?” Hammer suggested. “Let’s give it a shot!”

      An alarm sounded, indicating that the hangar doors were swinging open. Hijinks did what she could not to panic. She thought for a moment that Orbital had been discovered and that whoever had taken over the ship was planning to depressurize the flight deck again. But no, the thin force field that kept the vacuum of space out of the flight deck remained active. A ship was coming in to dock.

      “Get down!” Hijinks yelled to Orbital.

      She saw him swim his body through the zero-g, taking cover behind a transport ship. A ship of an unknown design flew through the irised force field and landed as the hangar bay doors slid shut. Moments later three individuals came into her sights and exited the flight deck from its main entrance. These were the people aboard the strange ship. One of them was a Hashmedai male, a psionic judging by his shirtless and buff body. The other was a woman, and another was a man wearing a suit and a fedora. A fedora he had to spin and grab a few times as it floated away from his head.

      “Have you ever seen a ship like that?” Hijinks asked Orbital.

      “Nope,” Orbital replied as Hijinks and Hammer kicked out the grill covering the air vent. They floated downward and reunited with their partner. “No way are we getting out of here.”

      “Unless,” Hammer said, swimming his way to his escape pod, which was still locked in place to the flight deck. As he arrived at it, he inputted a few commands into the small terminal on the inside of it. “I reactivated its distress beacon.”

      “Nice one,” Hijinks said. “Let’s hope someone out there realizes something doesn’t add up.”

      “They will,” Orbital added. “I saw Earth when the doors opened. The Winston Churchill should still be here.”
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* * *

      Delakirnei and Cartwright welcomed Whigli, Fiesei, and Kasidey aboard the John F. Kennedy’s bridge. Delakirnei’s psionics generated gravity, which was a welcome feeling for Fiesei; the fedora now could stay put.

      “Whigli, welcome back to the order,” Delakirnei said. Whigli replied with a short grunt.

      Fiesei grinned as he saw Earth from the bridge’s windows. The Winston Churchill could be seen farther off in the distance and the Radiance fleet in a higher orbit around the North Pole. His hand rose, holding his data pad to his face to confirm the status of the defense platform. “The defense platform mind shield is disabled,” Fiesei said.

      “Really?” Cartwright asked.

      “Whigli, you should do the honors,” Kasidey said as her fingers reached to stroke the side of his cybernetic arms. “Connect your mind with them and shoot down the Radiance fleet.” Fiesei could sense there was some hesitation in Whigli. Kasidey could too. Whigli simply stepped closer toward the window, his orange eyes reflecting back. “Punish the union; punish them for playing a role in Chidorli’s death,” Kasidey whispered into his ears.

      That did it.

      Whigli’s eyes shut, and his arms extended toward the windows. The cybernetics on his body started to glow a deep blue. There was silence generated by the anticipation of everyone on the bridge as they glimpsed across the void of space, waiting for the light show.

      Hundreds of armed satellites around Earth repositioned their cannons, acquired their targets as directed by Whigli’s psionic mind. And fired. The explosions that followed were bright enough to light up the skies of Earth that were under the cover of night. Two ships started to catch on to what was happening. However, it was too late for them. Their engines fired up and then exploded before they could enter sublight speeds.

      Those aboard the bridge of the John F. Kennedy shouted and cheered, praising the gods for allowing them to get this far as the charred remains of the Radiance fleet protecting Earth rained down toward Earth’s surface, burning up in the atmosphere. Neither Whigli nor Fiesei partook in any chanting or cheering. They simply stood shoulder to shoulder watching more chaos blanket Earth. Their loyalties weren’t with the gods and the Celestial Order after all; they were with vengeance.

      “Half those ships didn’t even have their shields up,” Delakirnei said with excitement.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      The reaction of the bridge crew aboard the Winston Churchill was a different one in the aftermath of the Radiance fleet’s demise.

      Shock, horror, sadness…and fear.

      Xavier watched as sweat floated off his forehead and then shifted his attention to the central hologram. New data came in and updated the projection in front of him. The ESV John F. Kennedy and ESV Winston Churchill were the only ships in orbit. The rest of the fleet was still traveling in via sublight speeds, but a trip from the outer gas giants and the Kuiper belt to Earth was still a few hours.

      “Captain,” Sterling slowly said.

      It’s up to us now! “Bloody hell…is the JFK still unresponsive?” Xavier asked.

      “Aye, sir, she’s basically sitting in orbit,” Ensign Lu said. “And I’m picking up a distress beacon, an escape pod.”

      “Must have been from one of our pilots. They were recovered by the JFK after all,” said Commander Benally.

      “It’s weird, though,” Lu added. “It wasn’t active earlier, sir.”

      “I think the JFK has been comprised, sir,” Benally said.

      “Agreed, but…we have our orders,” Xavier said. “All fighters scramble to the defense of Geneva.”
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* * *

      Aura was one of the last pilots who was not deployed to Geneva. Her fighter still wasn’t finished being checked off for combat or its missiles reloaded, unlike the rest, as her fighter saw some combat not long ago. She was in a rage upon learning she’d have to wait a few minutes longer for the crew to hurry up with her fighter.

      She was floating in the briefing room for the flight crew before a holographic window displaying Captain Xavier’s face getting an update on the situation. “If the JFK has been compromised, we should split our forces: one group deal with the shit on Earth and the other deal with the JFK,” she said.

      “Negative, we have direct orders to leave the JFK for the time being,” Xavier transmitted.

      “Ah bollocks, what if they start firing at us? At Earth? Then what?”

      “I don’t agree with this either, but our orders are orders. Now get to your fighter.”

      “I’m not gonna watch that ship blow us out of the—”

      “I’m not going to debate this matter with you! Get your arse down to the fighter bay now; that’s an order!”

      Her hands slammed against the wall as her head lowered. Words weren’t going to get her what she wanted, what she felt was the right thing to do. “Yes, Daddy,” she said with a conceited grin and then shut off the hologram before he could say anything else. She quickly suited up, and as she went to grab her helmet, she saw where Gavin had left his suit and helmet before being grounded and smiled.

      Aura made a long detour to the flight deck, traveling up the habitat ring instead, and slammed her fist on the door to Gavin’s quarters repeatedly after ordering the guard standing watch to leave. The doors slid open, and Gavin stepped out, surprised to see Aura and even more surprised to see her toss a flight suit and helmet at him.

      “What do you want?” Gavin asked.

      “Suit up, Penetrator,” she said.

      “Really?”

      “You friend Chloe has inspired me tonight,” she said and began walking toward the elevator. “Let’s go save the Earth, and the rest of our team.”

      Aura and Gavin floated onto the flight deck in unison, fully dressed in their suits and propelling toward their respective fighters. Lieutenant Lee saw the two enter and smiled at Aura. “’Bout time, Colonel,” he said and then made a double take at Gavin. “Whoa, hold on, who had him pulled out of mothballs?”

      “I did,” Aura said, floating into the chair of her fighter.

      “Do you even have the authority?” asked Lee.

      “Look, we can debate this, waste time and lives, or you can let me…let us…do our job.” Aura’s voice was stern, and Gavin loved every second of it, smirking as he climbed into his fighter.

      “I have to call this in still.”

      “Go right ahead,” Aura said, putting on her helmet. “After we leave.”

      The glow from their fighters’ rear jets flared up, and Aura maneuvered toward the hangar bay doors, looking at the stars of space. Her head turned toward Gavin’s fighter, which was rolling out next to her. She saw his hands lift a thumbs-up gesture; she did the same, and their two Solaris fighters launched outward in defiance of their orders.

      After clearing the Winston Churchill, her hands steered the craft, and it shifted, bringing the John F. Kennedy in visual range. Gavin’s remained by her side as the two fired booster jets, propelling them toward their target faster.

      “So what’s your game plan?” Gavin transmitted to her.

      “We make a flyby past the bridge window,” she said. “If we see people who shouldn’t be there, it’s a hijack; if we see dead bodies, it’s a ghost ship.”

      “And if it’s business as usual?”

      “Then they went full retard.”

      Xavier’s voice transmitted through her radio, “You two are off mission—”

      “Escape pod beacons don’t reactivate for no reason,” she said, cutting him off.

      “Goddamn it, Jessica! We have our orders!”

      “And I have a duty to protect my team! You can write me up for charges later, after you’re done with Major Vaughan, that is.”
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* * *

      ESV John F. Kennedy, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      Delakirnei’s head jerked slightly as his ESP pinged the presence of two fighters. They weren’t traveling to the surface like the rest were. “Two fighters from the Winston Churchill are approaching,” he informed his followers.

      “Tell them to get lost by the most aggressive means possible,” Cartwright said.

      “What about our cover?” Delakirnei asked.

      “Fuck it, we’re done here,” Kasidey said. “Kill them.”

      Fiesei’s fingers continued to interact with a data pad, watching random camera shots of the drone network turning Geneva into a war zone. And then one particular drone transmitted a video that caught his attention to the point he had to zoom in several times.

      “Well, well, well,” Fiesei grumbled to himself. The cam footage depicted Chloe on the Lake Geneva bridge with her rifle drawn. “Kasidey, find out what channel she is using. I want to formally invite her to the party up here.”
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* * *

      Earth Orbit, Sol System

      Eight fighters launched one by one out from the John F. Kennedy flight deck. All eight set their course to intercept Gavin and Aura. Their weapons were armed, and targeting scanners acquired a lock on the two.

      “Winston Churchill, I hope you’re watching this,” Aura said as her eyes looked at the targets locking on to her and Gavin. “Because it means I’m right.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 30

        

      

    

    
      Geneva, Earth, Sol System

      Michei guided his and Chloe’s transport to circle around the bridge while Chloe looked down from the opened entrance. Her brown hair was blowing in the winds while her eyes looked down at what was going on below, seconds before she leaped out of the transport.

      She dropped toward the bridge, and her suit’s mass-reduction systems activated, slowing her descent into the chaos, only to regain her mass when it was safe for her to hit the ground. She stood at Jazz’s last known location with the crash site behind her. With her rifle drawn and thermal vision active, she twisted her head from left to right, scanning for a heat signature that wasn’t supposed to be there, like the one two meters in front of her. Two rounds released from the barrel of her rifle, grazing the side of Jazz’s body. It was a repeat of their encounter in Vancouver; she hoped the results wouldn’t be the same.

      Jazz got the message, dropped his cloak, and halted his advance. His plasma katana, however, was firmly held in his hands and started to glow.

      “Outta the way!” Jazz yelled.

      She aimed her rifle toward his head as she said, “Johnson, I know you’re here to remove the president.”

      “Don’t make me repeat myself!”

      He wasn’t listening to her at all—typical man. “You need to listen to me! You do this and you’ll be playing a part of the Celestial Order’s plans! The attack against the empress was the work of the order!”

      His teeth started to grind, and his fist wrapped tighter around the hilt of his weapon. “This ain’t something I can walk away from!”

      “Yes, you can!” Chloe pleaded, hoping she was making progress. “Phylarlie certainly thinks you can, if you plan on having another Rabuabin citrus tea again.”

      “How do you know her?”

      “I can’t explain it all now, but you must believe me!”

      His facial expression remained unchanged, much like his stance for combat. Good intel or not, if he ignored her, she wouldn’t hesitate to put him down for good. The targeting crosshair of her rifle was still superimposed over his head; she brought her finger back toward the trigger and waited for his move.

      An explosion overhead sent a shockwave that tossed the two of them to the ground. Looking up, Chloe saw the transport she rode in on burning and spiraling out of control, a drone behind it aggressively shooting at it with its rail cannons. She rapidly got to her feet and ran toward the crash site of Earth Ship One in a rush, running past burning cars. Flames from behind her erupted as a secondary explosion lifted her off the ground; the transport had crashed. She landed eight meters away, slamming her head on the pavement, and felt the thick warmness of blood seeping out of a gash on her forehead.

      Her rifle had left her hands and spiraled out of control ahead of her during the blast. As her head rose from the surface of the road, she saw her rifle fall back toward her, tumbling in fact. The pull of gravity shifted as it began to tug on her legs. Looking back, she found out why: the bridge was collapsing slowly. Her reflexes led her to catch the rifle before it tumbled into the lake below, and her suit started to reduce her mass once again to slow her fall. A burning car fell toward her, forcing her to roll her body away to avoid getting crushed and burned at the same time. Too bad there was another car coming at her. Fuck!

      She performed another roll, one that got her to her feet, and then she leaped off the falling section of the bridge. Her jets propelled her body across the newly formed gap and onto the northern section of the bridge, which was still partly intact. During her extended leap, she looked down, hoping to see a sign of Michei, but there was nothing other than the burning remains of the transport. The crash and following explosion had ripped the transport in half.

      Her mass once again returned to normal, she landed perfectly on the roadway and began to search for Michei’s body, if there was one. There was, however, no sign of him…or Jazz, for that matter. Not good. Oddly enough, the blood dripping down her face had stopped. Her hand patted down the area of her most recent wound, but it was dry and perfectly fine. Not possible for a person who got tossed in the air by an explosion like that.

      Two cars later, she found Michei’s body sitting and resting against the side of it. He was covered in soot, had a dozen bruises on his body, but was otherwise fine, just exhausted. She quickly offered her hand to help him up and then spun around and looked back at the devastation she had just escaped from. The section that held the crash site was slowly falling into the river, and the pillars that held up the bridge were cracked and continued to give way with each passing second. If the president was still stuck on that side, she wasn’t going to last very long. Jazz wouldn’t have to do anything.

      Two people pointed toward her and then leaped across the missing section of the bridge. Like Chloe, they glided through the air. Chris and Sarah. The only other two people with protect suits like hers. They landed side by side and raised their rifles toward Michei and Chloe; she did the same…then paused to process what she had just done. Aim a weapon at her sister and boyfriend. Only point a weapon at someone you have no problems killing. Words Chloe and Sarah’s father had told them many years ago.

      “Chloe!” Sarah shouted. “Stand down!”

      Chloe’s rifle remained pointed at the two as she slowly stepped backward away from them. “You gotta be fucking kidding me,” Chloe said and then addressed her lover. “Chris.”

      “Don’t make this any harder,” he said. “Please, Chloe, don’t.”

      “We have our orders,” said Sarah.

      Their Mexican standoff continued, three fingers on triggers, three people hoping they wouldn’t have to pull them. “Blindly following orders is going to get the human race fucked over!” Chloe shouted.

      “Oh, Vaish, by now you’ve probably heard about the commotion aboard the JFK,” Fiesei’s voice transmitted to Chloe. “Come join me. I’ve made some interesting command changes to the crew.”

      “Fiesei!” Chloe yelled as her head looked toward the carnage in the skies and the inferno on the other side of the bridge. “You fucking asshole…you are tearing this world apart!”

      “All ships, the JFK has been compromised!” a UNE officer yelled over the radio seconds later.

      The announcement made all three stop to think about the current fiasco in orbit, as if the one on Earth wasn’t enough to deal with. Fiesei contacting Chloe all but confirmed he now had command of a ship.

      “Do hurry and make up your mind,” Fiesei added. “We won’t be sticking around very long.”

      “Michei,” Chloe said, “let’s not keep Fiesei waiting.” Chloe then addressed Sarah and Chris. “I’m giving you two new orders: help me save the human race from this madness.”

      Michei’s battered body walked between the three, and released teleportation light from his body that enveloped the area.

      He and the conflicting EDF soldiers vanished.
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* * *

      ESV John F. Kennedy, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      Chloe felt her body become weightless as she, Sarah, Chris, and Michei materialized aboard one of the corridors of the John F. Kennedy. Several bodies ripped apart by bullets floated and spiraled all throughout the narrow corridor. A huge ball of blood flew past Chloe’s face, missing it by inches.

      “Any word about the president?” Michei asked.

      “We did what we could,” Chloe said. “It’s all up to Jazz now, and the only other option was to kill him.”

      “And we can’t do that.”

      “The hell we can’t!”

      “Jacob’s team has the president secured,” Chris said.

      His reveal helped put her mind at ease. Plus, there was a chance Jazz didn’t survive the bridge breaking apart to start with. “Now what?” Sarah asked.

      “Now we find out what’s going on here. A battleship in enemy hands in orbit around Earth, there’s no telling what kind of damage they could do,” Chloe said, peeking further up the corridor. “Fiesei’s plan was all about bringing fear to the human race.”

      “Who?” Chris asked.

      “I’ll explain later,” Chloe said. “Let’s find out what we’re up against!”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Earth Orbit, Sol System

      Both Gavin and Aura’s eyes beneath the covers of their helmets saw the John F. Kennedy vanish into the emptiness of space from their targeting display holo screen. “They’ve gone into sublight!” Aura communicated to Gavin.

      There was a delay in conversation between the two as their fighters made a flawless 180-degree turn heading back toward the Winston Churchill and away from the squadron of rogue fighters. “So they left their fighters behind?” Gavin finally asked after the Winston Churchill came back into visual range.

      “They must be trying to slow us down!”

      Xavier’s voice butted in over their radio, “This is Winston Churchill actual. Regroup with us; we have a squadron of fighters coming to our defense.”
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      The bridge crew all possessed similar looks of fierceness and determination upon learning of the threat heading their way and that two of their own might get plowed into oblivion during their escape.

      Xavier cracked his fists and refused to take his eyes away from the central hologram that now displayed the current tactical situation at hand. “Will they make it in time?” he heard Ensign Chavez ask.

      “They are and will continue to be within weapons range of all those fighters,” Benally replied. “Unless they break away from them.”

      “She’ll make it. They’ll make it,” Xavier cut in finally, tilting his head away from the hologram to address the tactical officers. “Fire all antifighter guns once hostile fighters are in range.”
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* * *

      Earth Orbit, Sol System

      A well-timed and elegant aileron roll spin enabled Gavin to avoid rail gunfire from his and Aura’s pursuing adversaries. The Winston Churchill grew larger as they approached, but according to the light emitted from Gavin’s holo screen, the backup fighters were still too far out of range. Many hadn’t even broken away from Earth’s gravity.

      Red lines continued to accelerate past them, tracer lights from their attacker’s rail guns coming from behind. Aura’s fighter rolled and banked away from sudden death.

      “You trying to show off?” Gavin, half joking, said with a chuckle.

      “I’m trying not to die,” Aura transmitted back.

      Gavin’s weapons-lock notification began to blare, the one alarm he had hoped he wasn’t going to hear this far away from the Winston Churchill. A single plasma missile from the rogue fighter directly behind his fighter shot out. Decoy flares, evasive turns, Gavin did everything he could to escape, but it wasn’t enough. The payload from the missile shattered his aft shields and rocked the cockpit of his fighter. More alarms sounded, and his adrenaline-filled eyes saw reports of small fires and his overall shield strength drop down to 29 percent.

      “I’m hit!” he reported. Another weapons-lock notification added to the irritating symphony of alarms blasting into his ears. “Shit, shit, shit!”

      “Hold on,” Aura said. He saw her fighter make a hard turn toward the left—away from him, Earth, the Winston Churchill, and the whole combat zone.

      “What are you doing?” he shouted over the various alarms in his cockpit.

      “Being a heroine,” she calmly said.

      Gavin’s tactical display showed her fighter continue to move away, and a few of their pursuing fighters showed signs of making a course correction of their own. Goddamn it, we’re close. Stick to the plan! “Aura, stay on course. We might be able to make it!” There was no reply from her. Gavin quickly moved his face back toward the holographic HUD as the weapons-lock alarm stopped. “Oh, damn it, Aura!”

      “A few are changing course to pursue,” she transmitted. “Get back in one piece. Was nice flying with you.”

      Gavin did everything he could to prevent his hands from shifting the stick over and making his fighter change course to help her. The reality was, he was in no position to play a hero. Getting himself shot down would only make her sacrifice be in vain. His fighter remained on course, and he hoped she could at least eject before they lit up her fighter.

      His computer reported a salvo of missiles was launched from three fighters. Gavin shut his eyes and opened his ears, awaiting her final words. Light from the subsequent explosion, rather explosions, brightened the interior of his cockpit.

      “Well, uh,” Aura’s flabbergasted voice sounded over the radio. “Looks like someone had a change of heart.”

      New data populated Gavin’s display. Aura’s fighter remained, and the rogue fighters were missing a few of their numbers.

      “Sorry for the delay, folks,” Orbital’s voice transmitted. “Had to make this look all real and dramatic ’n’ shit.”

      Three fighters of the rogue group broke away and continued to deliver their unexpected assault against the remaining fighters, all while denying Aura’s move to perform a noble sacrifice. Three fighters…Orbital, Hammer, and Hijinks. They slipped into the ranks of the rogue flight crew of the John F. Kennedy. It had to be.

      Gavin’s head jerked backward while his face stared at the ceiling of his cockpit. A massive grin stretched across his face under his helmet, a grin of relief and thankfulness. “Orbital, you son of a bitch!” Gavin transmitted back.

      “Winston Churchill, please don’t shoot us. We’re the good guys!” Hijinks transmitted.

      One by one the tides turned, and the rogue fighters from the John F. Kennedy exploded as Gavin, Aura, Orbital, Hammer, and Hijinks unloaded everything they had.
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* * *

      Geneva, Earth, Sol System

      “Almost there, Madam President,” Grace said to President Mariana Salamanca.

      The towering bodies of Jacob, Grace, and Tom in their exosuits formed a human shield around the president aboard a transport traveling toward Earth Cube. It rocked from side to side in a desperate attempt to evade random drone attacks. Below them, Jacob could see the massive pileup of idle and passengerless cars along the bridge.

      The bridge and the river eventually went out of view as the glass rooftops of Earth Cube replaced it. The light blue skies and the reflection of the underside of their transport could be seen from the glass roof as they descended. The three marines leaped out with their rifles drawn, no signs of anyone. Not even Earth Cube staff to escort the president to her bunker below. Guess that’s our job now, Jacob thought.

      Jacob gave a thumbs up to the transport pilot, signaling him to take off and leave. With the drones still at large it was a risk for the transport to remain idle, and with the president just outside of it walking away? It may as well have been rigged with a bomb.

      “This is Staff Sergeant Miles,” Jacob radioed. “We are about to secure the VIP in Echo Charlie.”

      The three maintained their human shield stance in a tight delta formation, guiding Salamanca toward the central elevator on the rooftops. All three of their rifles continued to scan for anything, anyone who didn’t belong up there with them.

      One meter to go, the doors to the elevator were seconds away as their mechanically augmented footsteps slowly carried them toward their goal. A soft buzzing sound erupted from behind Jacob, followed by the sound of a very concerned and panicky president. Jacob turned around and saw Grace encased within the blue glowing net of a stasis field. Son of a bitch.

      “Watch your step!” Jacob shouted, not that it mattered; the place was clearly rigged with those damn invisible mines.

      Both Tom and Jacob grabbed the president and made a desperate run toward the elevator. There was a good chance that was rigged too, so they placed their bodies ahead of her, hoping to trip any mines that might have been there. They were out of options at this point: returning to the transport could result in them getting shot, not to mention they’ll have to wait for it to come back and land, forcing them to stay up top with the fiasco going on in the skies. Every option resulted in the president getting killed one way or another; at least this one had a chance of her living through this.

      Another buzz sounded, right as they were within arm’s reach of the elevator controls. Tom became the next victim, now stuck, frozen in time. Jacob thumbed the buttons to summon the elevator, a little too hard, however. His entire thumb entered the terminal, and sparks flew out as he pulled away from it.

      He felt a force yank on the side of his exosuit hard, an invisible force. Jazz uncloaked from beside him, brandishing his plasma katana. Jacob leaped and tackled the unwelcome assassin; the joints inside his exosuit could be heard working fiercely to overpower and disarm Jazz. The two fell to the ground, rolling and wrestling each other, during which the elevator doors slid open. Salamanca didn’t need further instructions as to her next move.

      An eRifle slid far out of reach in one direction and a plasma katana in the other. Realizing he was now unarmed, Jacob hastily leaped to his feet, aided by his exosuit’s jets. He saw Jazz doing the same, but as he got up, his hand reached back for his secondary weapon. A rectangular object unfolded and took shape, becoming a plasma rifle.

      One bolt of green energy escaped the barrel of the weapon, grazing Jacob’s side as he made yet another leap and grapple, wrapping his hands around the plasma rifle. Jazz tried to pull back, to regain his advantage, but the extra strength provided by Jacob’s exosuit won their brief tug of war, yanking it away and tossing it off in the distance like a rag doll.

      “You wanna dance?” Jazz shouted. “Let’s dance!” His fist hurled toward Jacob’s face.

      Jacob’s exosuit-enhanced body pulled him backward, and then he raised his two fists, much like his now unarmed opponent. Both of them jolted at each other and started an inexhaustible slugfest. Jazz’s agile body, shrouded by the tail end of his black trench coat like armor, ducked and rolled to get an advantage, while Jacob’s hard-hitting and fast strikes kept him at bay.

      “You got moves,” Jazz said with his fist aimed upward, ready to strike again. “Us Canadians aren’t known for boxing.”

      “You a Canuck?” Jacob asked while taking another swing at Jazz.

      Jazz’s body spun away to the sides, evading the multistrike attack, and then replied. “Born there, joined the armed forces, went to hell and back in Afghanistan. Not much of a Canucks fan, though; that team let me down too much.”

      “Aye, I was a wee one before the NHL and the whole world went t’ hell.” Jazz went on the offensive, taking three jabs at Jacob. None of the hits connected; Jacob’s speed was too much for him. “Habs, though, that was my team, as well as meh daddy’s.”

      “Ha, fuck Montreal!” Jazz said, ducking from what would have been a sucker punch from Jacob.

      “You a Leafs fan, eh?”

      “To the very end,” Jazz said as the back of his heel moved toward Jacob’s head. Jacob’s arm swatted Jazz’s leg away like he was swatting a fly, sending Jazz to the ground.

      “The very end is where they typically ranked!” Jacob said and awaited Jazz’s next move after he side rolled and got back to his feet. “It’s a shame what ended up happenin’ to Toronto and Montreal in the end.”

      “I was in Montreal just before the invasion,” Jazz said.

      Another exchange of fists and kicks was delivered as the two continued to speak. “It’s a real shame how this all turned out. Had you stayed in the armed forces, you could have easily made general by now in the UNE,” said Jacob.

      “That’s assuming I’d survived.” A heavy punch hit Jazz square in his chest. His body flew backward, landing on his backside.

      “Ya made it this far and you were out east during the attack; luck’s on yer side.” Jacob was cut off by the sound of his exosuit’s power supply alarm.

      He moved his arm toward his face to view the wrist-mounted screen, the last action the suit performed as it shut down. “Low power” was the message that flashed, and his body became trapped underneath hundreds of pounds of metal and joints and wires.

      Jazz stood above Jacob and placed his hands inside his trench coat. Out came a battery pack, Jacob’s battery pack. “Clearly luck ain’t on your side today,” Jazz said and then dropped the heavy cube-shaped object and walked out of sight.

      “Don’t count on it, buddy,” Jacob said as he struggled to extend his weighted-down hand toward the battery. “I was out east too when the plasma rain started.”
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* * *

      ESV John F. Kennedy, En Route to Jupiter, Sol System

      A distressed Cartwright sat in his chair, observing the new and unexpected situation growing aboard their captured ship. Holographic displays relayed pictures of a Rabuabin psionic and the heroes of Earth—Chloe, Sarah, and Chris—gunning down their loyal members. Every new picture loaded turned into static three or five seconds later after they came in range of the cameras to unleash their assault.

      What the hell was Fiesei thinking? We were so close to finishing this flawlessly. “Engine room, they’re heading to the engine, by the looks,” Cartwright said. “That psionic, he’s disabling all the cams they encounter.”

      “What’s the status of the rest of the UNE fleet?” Kasidey asked.

      Delakirnei spoke, breaking from his wide-scan ESP trance. “All moving to intercept us, but we’ll arrive at Jupiter long before they get close.”

      A new holo screen appeared next to Cartwright. He saw the four enter the engine room with guns blazing. Being able to reduce or increase one’s mass in zero-g was giving them a huge advantage against their forces, not to mention psionic support. “Assuming they don’t sabotage the engines,” he concluded.

      Fiesei observed the ordeal from behind Cartwright; his face remained neutral the whole time. “Cartwright, Delakirnei, with me,” Fiesei ordered and then faced the two remaining personnel on the bridge. “Whigli and Kasidey, you two hold down the bridge.”

      “No,” she said, reaching for her ePistol. “I’m going with you.”
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* * *

      A one-sided gunfight ended, resulting in a single bullet tunneling a cavern through the face of the last of the rogue crew members. His lifeless body spiraled and flipped, leaving behind a trail of floating blood until his back collided with a coolant pipe.

      Chloe readjusted her body to face the large glowing apparatus that was the main reactor of the ship. She stowed her rifle away, replacing its cold solid grip with a P-4 explosive. Both Chris and Sarah did the same as their jets propelled them closer to the reactor. Blowing a hole in the reactor was the best and quickest way to pull the ship out of sublight speeds in hopes that the UNE fleet would intercept and board it.

      She arrived at the reactor and stretched out one of her free hands to grab a handlebar to cease her forward momentum, stopping her from floating away from the glowing power source. She pulled herself closer and began to fix the explosive device to the side of reactor. Her finger thrust forward to switch it on…and stopped midway.

      She couldn’t move. Rather, her suit froze up entirely, and her body merely floated like a statue. Looking across from her, she saw that Chris and Sarah were experiencing the same problems. Frozen suit, no signs of activity within its computers; her HUD became inactive sometime later.

      “Oh, fuck me!” Sarah yelled.

      From behind Chloe heard two eWeapons charging. “I’m shocked that worked; I really am!” It was Fiesei’s voice. “Your protect suits still have the old debug commands active from when the Linl first were testing them.”

      Thanks for the tip, she thought, for she’d have to request to have the R&D team find and remove that the next chance she got, if there was a next time. She heard two, maybe three guns discharge and their bullets slamming against what sounded like a psionic shield. Michei was under attack. Shit!

      “Michei!” Chloe called out to him, but there was no reply, just gunshots and then later explosions. Chloe could see light from a wide source of colors splash against the side of the reactor; another psionic was joined the fight.

      Blue light from Michei’s jump port placed his floating body above her. Looking up, she said, “We can’t move!”

      “I’m on it!” he replied, snapping his fingers. She felt her body become free as the protect suit joints unlocked. “Get out of your suit. It’s just deadweight now!” Michei vanished as she, Sarah, and Chris removed the now paralyzing suits of armor away from their bodies. A tank top, pants, and boots were now the only sources of protection they had.

      “I miss Kevlar,” Chris said dejectedly.

      The coldness of her rifle was once again in Chloe’s now bare hands as she kicked her way behind a nearby computer terminal. Kasidey and Cartwright focused their shots toward Michei and now Sarah and Chris as they scattered looking for cover. Michei dueled with the Vorcambreum psionic via teleporting across the engine room and conjuring purple plasma balls to hurl at each other.

      Between the psionics fighting each other and the gunfire, there might not have been much of a fully operational engine room after all. Chloe looked back toward the P-4 explosive still mounted to the side of the reactor and started to smile.

      Kasidey and Cartwright were still too fixated on shooting at Sarah and Chris, who now took cover behind a workstation, returning fire whenever they could. Fiesei was still clearly obsessed with Chloe, enough to order them not to kill her. Time to use this to my advantage.

      She quickly swam back toward her P-4 and hastily ripped it off the side of the reactor before gently tossing it toward an unsuspecting Kasidey and Cartwright. The device flipped and floated toward the main entrance of the engine room where the two took cover. Chloe observed the journey of her P-4 through the sights of her rifle as she aimed at it. Her finger rested next to the trigger and waited until the time was right. The P-4 floated above the heads of Kasidey and Cartwright.

      Neither of them noticed.

      Good enough, Chloe thought and pulled the trigger.

      The following green blast of plasma and flames from the P-4 enveloped the two while distracting the Vorcambreum psionic long enough for Michei to shoot him with a volley of plasma, shattering his shields. He followed up with a telekinetic push that launched the tiny alien into the wall while Chloe moved her rifle’s sights toward the chest of the Vorcambreum psionic. The subsequent stream of bullets perforated it multiple times, and a river of weightless Vorcambreum blood floated away seconds later. Its lifeless body drifted and somersaulted until it smacked into a wall.

      An automatic alarm began to sound, indicating significant damage had been done to the reactor core. Looking back, Chloe saw jets of steam and plasma escape via bullet holes along the sides of the reactor. There was probably some radiation coming out as well. No time to regroup! she thought and propelled her body to the upper decks of the engine room, escaping through the entrance there with her rifle still in hand.
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* * *

      Chris spat as he exited the engine room. A strange metallic taste filled his mouth, probably from all the strange gases and radiation spewing out from the reactor. There wasn’t a whole lot of talk going on, just the need to escape as quickly as possible before the emergency containment doors slammed shut. Lucky for him, the damage done by Chloe’s P-4 prevented those doors from closing via the main entrance to the engine room.

      Melted chunks of metal, some of it still on fire and glowing red, floated past him as he continued his escape. A pair of burning legs attached to a torso hovered off to his side. Looked like Kasidey and Cartwright got their well-deserved comeuppance. Lights flicked on and off, damaged from the blast, illuminating more charred remains and bullet-ridden fallen crewmen from the initial attack.

      He continued to pull himself along by the handles that lined the wall, pushing his weightless body farther away from the carnage. He stopped as he heard a sound among the dead bodies and raised his rifle, expecting an ambush. Slowly and steadily, Chris floated forward, still not taking any chances at what might be a head.

      “Chris,” a voice called out to him.

      Chloe’s voice, she was in distress. “Chloe?” he softly called back. He followed the corridor toward the voice of the woman he loved and arrived at an intersection. Chloe’s body struggled to remain straight. She held her belly with one arm while her other hand held her pistol. “Oh shit!” he cried.

      Was it the radiation? Or perhaps someone survived and got the jump on her? he thought, recalling that Fiesei was nowhere to be seen during the end of the battle. “Hold on, I got ya. It’s going to be all right.”

      He strapped his rifle to his back and lunged off the walls to float and catch Chloe’s battered body. He held on to her tightly while brushing her haggard brown hair. “What the hell was I thinking?” she asked. “Running into a situation we had no intel on.”

      “You did what you thought was right,” he said. “Let’s see how bad your wounds are.”

      A single bullet ripped through his lower groin. With no armor or shields, the pain was excruciating. His body tumbled backward, spilling blood in the weightless environment. He couldn’t quite see what Chloe was doing while he tumbled backward down the corridor.
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* * *

      Sarah rolled her body out of the engine room seconds before the emergency containment doors slammed shut. She exited via the lower decks of the engine room. Therefore, if Chris and Chloe got out, they’d be above her. She kicked and pulled her way through the corridors, heading toward the nearest elevator to take her up.

      As the doors slid shut, she heard a single gunshot; it came from one of the decks above.

      Fuck.

      The elevator took her to the upper decks, and she recalled this was where Chloe should have escaped to as she was floating high above her and Chris. She didn’t wait for the sliding doors to fully open as she lunged her body out into the connecting corridor. However, she saw nothing, just the floating dead bodies of the crew.

      “Boyd? Chloe?” Sarah whispered as she approached a four-way intersection.

      “Oh my god,” Chloe’s voice replied from a distance.

      “Chloe?” Sarah’s head zeroed in on the sound of her older sister’s voice, and she saw her holding her gut, arms covered in blood that was slowly floating away.

      Chloe looked up toward Sarah and cried out to her in pain, “Sarah.”

      “Chloe, what happened?” Sarah asked while she kicked and swam toward her. “Oh fuck, you’ve been shot!” she said upon getting a closer look at her.

      “Chris too.”

      “Jesus,” Sarah said. “Hang on; we’ll get you out of this!”

      “Sarah!” a voice called out from behind. It was Chloe’s voice, no doubt about that, but…It had come from behind when Chloe was clearly in front.

      Sarah spun around, stared back down the corridor, and laid her eyes on Chloe again. Only she wasn’t injured and had her rifle aimed toward her and the other Chloe. Wait, two Chloes? “What the fuck?” Sarah said, turning back around to look at the wounded Chloe, then once again at the Chloe with a rifle leveled toward her.

      “Get away from her!” demanded the rifle-wielding Chloe.

      “Sarah, it’s me,” said the wounded Chloe. “Don’t know who the fuck she is, but I’m your sister!”

      Sarah froze, unsure of what to do—help her injured sister? Or listen to a warning from her other sister? She pushed her body off to the side while doing everything in her power to get her breathing stable. This was some kind of trick. A hologram? Whatever the case was, Sarah siding with the wrong Chloe posed a great threat to the real one, whoever the hell she was.

      “Sarah, for fuck’s sake, it’s me; it’s a trick!” said the rifle-wielding Chloe. Sarah glanced toward her and noticed that her aim was set up to take a head shot at the injured Chloe and not Sarah, as she had originally thought. That must have meant— “Sarah!”

      Sarah saw her own blood project away from her abs as three bullets from behind pierced her. The force of the shot pushed her body forward toward the rifle-wielding Chloe, whose eyes started to fill with tears.

      “Hesitation is weakness,” muttered the injured Chloe.
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* * *

      Chloe’s finger held down hard on the trigger of her rifle after witnessing Sarah get shot. She never let go as bullets sprayed down the hallways toward the Chloe look-alike masquerading as an injured version of her.

      “Fuck you!” Chloe screamed. “Fuck you, fuck you, fuck you!” It was quite possibly the loudest her voice had ever got in her life.

      Adding to her growing list of frustrations, none of the shots hit. She was firing with rage rather than a tactical sense. The Chloe look-alike returned fire with her pistol, forcing Chloe to take cover behind a wall next to the intersection. By the time she was ready to fight back, the look-alike was gone, and Sarah’s body spiraled motionless down the corridor. She leaped through the zero-g to grab a hold of her body. There was a heartbeat and breathing. Good, but there wasn’t much else.

      “Major Vaughan? Where are you?” Michei’s voice called out.

      “Michei!” Chloe yelled as her trembling hands held on to her sister’s entrance and exit wound. “Michei, over to me ASAP!”

      “I heard gunshots!” he called back.

      “I need your help now, damn it! Now!”

      Sarah’s blood orbited the two while Chloe did what she could to stop the bleeding; ultimately a barrier cast by Michei was going to have to suffice until they could find a med kit.

      “Chloe…why?” Chris’s weakened voice called out from a connecting corridor behind them.

      She slowly turned to him and saw he, too, was shot and bleeding. “Chris, holy fuck.” She couldn’t hold back the tears any longer.
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      ESV John F. Kennedy, Outside Jupiter Orbit, Sol System

      Whigli grimaced upon seeing the John F. Kennedy drop out of sublight speed several thousand kilometers away from Jupiter. His psionic mind detected the presence of the ship’s engines shutting down because of some kind of emergency. This situation quickly turned his grimace into a look of intrigue; there was a rift high above Jupiter. The John F. Kennedy was on a direct path that would have sent it through into that rift. A path nobody had informed him about.

      Kasidey floated onto the bridge alone and hovered next to him. “What is that?” he asked and pointed toward the rift seen through the forward windows.

      “It’s a wormhole,” Kasidey said. “Recognize the planet on the other end of it?”

      Whigli couldn’t quite make out what was on the other side of the wormhole. His ESP, however, painted a picture for him as his thoughts traveled through. There was another star system on the other side…this was a gateway across the cosmos. A space bridge was present, with a second one being built, and dozens of Hashmedai command ships orbited a familiar world.

      “Paryo?” he asked her. “Is that Paryo?”

      The two looked at each other face-to-face. She smiled and said, “It is; it is Paryo. I want you to destroy it, Whigli. Burn it to ashes.”

      Destroy Paryo? While making the empire suffer for the role they played in Chidorli’s death was on the to-do list, he figured it was going to be something that would take much more time.

      And planning.

      “But.”

      “This ship, like all human ships, is armed with enough nuclear weapons to render a planet uninhabitable for centuries,” Kasidey whispered into his ears. “I promised you the chance to strike back. That blow against the Radiance fleet was the first!” She held his sweat-covered hands. “Now it’s the empire’s turn. Nuke it, and let them feel your wrath. Do it for Chidorli.”

      He shut his eyes to focus; the mind shield was still down. Thus giving his Hashmedai psionic mind full access to everything, including the nuclear launch codes and targeting and launch systems.

      “Yes, use your mind; force the computers to launch the warheads,” she said while he felt the texture and size of her hands change.

      “Do it, please, Whigli. Do it for me.” It wasn’t Kasidey’s voice that spoke those words, nor were those words spoken in English; they were spoken in Hashmedai.

      His eyes opened, and his sweating doubled, and it wasn’t because of the heat aboard the ship. A young Hashmedai woman stood next to him holding his hand. She had green hair and soft light-colored skin and had donned psionic implants visible from her revealing dress. It was Chidorli. Kasidey was nowhere to be seen, but Chidorli was.

      “My…I, I,” Whigli mumbled.

      She looked the same way he remembered. She held on to his exposed and fit abs and looked up into his orange eyes with her red ones. “Please, Whigli,” she said again. “Do it for me.”

      Her voice, it had been so long since he had heard it. It filled him with the will, the determination to finish the launch sequence. “It is done,” was all he had to say as a group of eight nuclear warheads was seen propelling toward the wormhole. Its destination, the imperial capital of Paryo.

      Whigli waited for the next set of missiles to load as he and Chidorli’s form embraced and their tongues interacted with each other’s lips and necks. She stopped suddenly and pulled away, lost in thought.

      “Change of plans. We need to leave,” she said.

      Her body distorted unexpectedly. It was as if she was melting away into a liquid. Seconds later, Kasidey reappeared in place of Chidorli’s body.
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* * *

      Whigli’s blue teleportation light filled the cockpit of the mysterious ship Kasidey and Fiesei had been operating. It was still docked within the flight deck of the John F. Kennedy as the two emerged from the dimming bright light. Kasidey took a seat and interacted with the ship’s forward computer terminal. A hologram of Fiesei loaded in front of her. He appeared to be floating through the corridors of the John F. Kennedy.

      “Fiesei, we must leave!” she said to his hologram.

      “No…not without her,” he replied. “Give me a few minutes. I can’t lose her again!”

      “As you wish,” Kasidey said and shut off the hologram.
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* * *

      Interstellar Space, Uemaesce System

      A large drone that extended its shields to protect warheads always joined nuclear missiles launched from UNE ships. The purpose of the drone was twofold: one, it prevented enemy targets from shooting down the missiles before they got to their intended targets, and two, it was constantly sending back battle data to the ship that had launched it. Given the massive distances battleships could possibly face during interstellar combat, there were times when it might have taken too long for the UNE ship to receive the data.

      If a target were at distance of two light minutes, it would take two minutes for a scan from the ship to ping an enemy ship and another two minutes for it to return. A total of four minutes could pass before one would know if their nuclear payload was delivered or not. The drone cut back on this time by constantly sending battle data right up until the nuclear devices exploded. The crew aboard an attacking UNE would receive word if their target was destroyed the second they saw the light from the explosion. A psionic could relay that information, but during the heat of battle especially one that required the use of nuclear weapons, a psionic would most likely be over tasked with other duties.

      That very same type of drone prevented Hashmedai interceptor fighters from shooting it and its eight nuclear missiles, which propelled toward the icy world Paryo. Several ships from the orbiting fleet started to deploy after learning that the shields protecting the nuclear missiles still held. But given the distance between them, the gap closing between the warheads, and the fact that they waited until the last minute to deploy, there was still a good chance a solo missile might slip through, turning the imperial capital into a radioactive wasteland.

      The arrogant Hashmedai admiral that ordered the fleet to hold position and the interceptors deal with it was probably going to lose his head should the empress survive...
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* * *

      Ancient Temple, Paryo, Uemaesce System

      Word of the impending doom began to spread throughout the streets of the city, prompting a massive evacuation, one that would not succeed. There just wasn’t enough time or ships. The evacuation news filled Noylarlie’s raging feelings with more regrets than anger.

      “Well...” Noylarlie said. “My wormhole might have just contributed to the end of Paryo.”

      “No, this was foreseen,” Fahia said. “This is the reckoning, this is the test, this is the reason the gods sent you two!”

      “Forgive me for not sharing your optimism,” Noylarlie said.

      “You both have the gems,” Fahia said, pointing toward Noylarlie and Kroshka. “Both of you attuned to them. Noylarlie, you’ve proven you have psionic gifts stronger than any Hashmedai psionic with the creation of that wormhole.”

      “I can’t close it! Even if I could, it’s too damn late!”

      “It is not,” Kroshka calmly said to Noylarlie. “Take us aboard your ship, Archmage.”
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* * *

      Crimson Arrow, Paryo Orbit, Uemaesce System

      Both Noylarlie’s and Kroshka’s bodies rematerialized within the cockpit of the Crimson Arrow. The shift from gravity to zero-g had the long hair from both women floating while Noylarlie’s mind took control of the ship’s systems.

      “What’s your plan?” Noylarlie asked.

      “Get us closer,” Kroshka said, pointing toward the windshield. “Focus with me; make your thoughts one with the gem.”

      The Crimson Arrow left Paryo’s orbit on a direct course toward the eight atomic missiles and their protective drone flying in the center. Far behind the Crimson Arrow were the many Hashmedai capital ships that took too long to act, still flying over the white horizon of Paryo.

      Noylarlie’s mind joined with her gem as per Kroshka’s request. The world of Aether Space opened up into her thoughts and enhanced her psionic mind. She could hear voices, too many of them all speaking in unison.

      “We must take down the shields protecting those warheads,” Kroshka telepathically said to her.

      Noylarlie felt her body…no, her mind leaving her body, then the Crimson Arrow, entering the space around the ship. She and Kroshka’s thoughts became one, pure psionic energy capable of so much. It was hard for Noylarlie to process it all; it was as if the voices from the gem were telling her everything she could do in this form. But as before, there were too many all speaking over one another. “Take down the shields.” Right, if the shields protecting the atomic weapons can just vanish.

      Their two minds joined together and surrounded the shields of approaching shielded warheads, draining it of all its power; it flicked blue several times, then vanished. “There!” Noylarlie’s mind echoed. “I’m redirecting them back toward the humans.” She stopped after noticing the wormhole had evaporated.

      “Your focus here must have closed it,” Kroshka’s mind said. “No matter, they are no longer a threat.”

      All eight missiles changed course, veering off in random directions into the great expanse of space, leaving behind trails of exhaust almost as white and fluffy as the clouds of the world they had just saved. Noylarlie’s vision returned to normal, she was back inside the cockpit of the Crimson Arrow her mind was back in her body. Kroshka too seemed to have returned back to normal.

      She had no words for what her body and mind just experienced, becoming pure psionic power with another, draining the shields then forcing the atomic missiles away, and then returning to her physical form. According to the clocks on the Crimson Arrow, three seconds had passed since she joined her mind with the gem.

      They saved Paryo in a period of three seconds.

      Three seconds. How?

      Slowly Noylarlie’s face turned towards Kroshka. “When did you learn how to use this?” Noylarlie asked her.

      There was a long pause leading to her reply before she revealed. “When I was a child.”
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* * *

      ESV John F. Kennedy, Outside Jupiter Orbit, Sol System

      Michei’s teleport resulted in him, along with Chloe, Chris, and Sarah, appearing within the John F. Kennedy’s habitat ring infirmary. His telekinetic thrust cleared two operating tables before forcing Sarah’s and Chris’s bodies to float down and rest on top of them as Chloe’s hands and feet frantically grabbed a canister of medical foam from a med kit.

      The white foam-like substance sprayed out into their wounds, causing the bleeding to stop at the source. It was the best they could do considering none of them was a doctor. The rescue team from the approaching UNE fleet would have to do the rest.

      “Vaish,” Fiesei’s voice echoed on the ship’s intercom. “We really need to talk, in person. Meet me on the flight deck.”

      Without a second thought, Chloe’s hand took hold of her rifle, and she stormed off toward the elevator. Michei said something, offering help? Asking her to stay? Who the fuck knew? She didn’t care what it was. Vengeance was on her mind, and it was the only thing she was answering to.

      Chloe pushed forward to the elevator leading toward the main fuselage of the ship. In hindsight, a lot of the decisions she’d made lately may not have been the best ones, and this realization filled her brain with rage, putting her mind in an “I don’t give a fuck anymore” trance. Her career didn’t matter anymore, her life, anything; fuck it. Fiesei had to be brought down; he had to pay. The world, no, the galaxy needed to know that screwballs like him were the real reason things were going to hell, why so many innocent lives were being lost.

      She turned the corner and saw the back of Fiesei’s business suit walking toward the elevator. Flight deck, my ass; he’s already up here! Had she seen the small holo emitter on the floor, she would have realized she had walked right into a trap.

      Fiesei, the real one, struck her from behind. She felt a sharp stabbing feeling hit the back of her head as his fingers pushed an object into it. Chloe quickly regained her balance, pushing Fiesei away in the process. He tumbled to the floor while her rifle pointed toward his face. There was a small holographic window floating above him. Before Chloe could pull the trigger, Fiesei’s hand reached and tapped one of the commands on the hologram, and Chloe froze in place.

      Fiesei got back to his feet and interacted with the hologram once more. A secondary window appeared, displaying video playback…the video reflected exactly what Chloe saw with her own eyes. Fiesei tapped into her mind, her whole body. The moves of his body became her moves, and he was able to see exactly what she was looking at.

      “Impressive, isn’t it? One of the many trinkets developed by the old Linl government before Radiance took over and banned us from further using these devices.”

      Fiesei’s hand reached into his pocket and removed an oddly shaped data crystal. The very same one he had been going to stick into Chloe’s brain before. Chloe’s body moved in unison with him as he reached to grab the object, not that she had any jacket pockets.

      “Your memories, your real life is here, Vaish,” he said. “You may hate me now, but in a few seconds, you will be thanking me for waking you up from this never-ending sleep.”

      He threw the data crystal toward Chloe. She unwillingly mimicked his actions as he readjusted his hands, forcing Chloe to catch it as it came to her. Her hand, holding the device, was then forced toward her face so that she could see the sharp metallic spikes sticking out, before her hand was once again forced to move, this time toward the side of her head.

      “I’m sorry for doing it like this. I really hoped you would have allowed this to happen of your own free will…but this will have to suffice.”

      Fiesei moved his hands, forcing Chloe to stick the device into her head. She wanted to scream as the spikes bored holes into her head, through her skull, and into her brain. A projection appeared in front of Chloe’s face, displaying text in the Linl language as well as a progress bar. She recognized some of the words and numbers, “memory upload in progress.”

      “You,” the voice in Chloe’s head called out to her. “This was not our intention; this Fiesei has not been touched. He does not walk the path.”

      The progress bar halted. Fiesei’s face showed worry at the unexpected turn of events.

      “You may be my host, but I could always find a new one,” the voice once again called out. “Is that what you would like?”

      Get me the hell out of here! Chloe thought.

      “Embrace the goddess, Chloe. Free your mind and know that only we can prevent your suffering from continuing.”

      Chloe felt the pain in her head cease as the tiny mind-controlling device was ejected. Slowly, her body’s control returned to her as an error message flashed in front of Fiesei’s holographic windows. Her hands were able to move at will, and she ripped the data crystal and the bloodied spikes on it away from her head. In an instant, the small wounds on her head began to rapidly seal shut and heal.

      “But know this, your payment for this act will be the cessation of the blessing you and the Jazz have been given. Other bargains such as this will be made in the future.” Chloe saw Fiesei panic and run away as Aviuheart appeared in front of her, handing her rifle back to her. “Now…shoot him. Shoot that man; his methods work against the celestial ascension.”

      The entrance to the flight deck came into view as Chloe chased Fiesei towards it. He had a decent head start. She couldn’t help but wonder what Aviuheart meant by the cessations of the blessing? The rapid healing? A stray piece of shrapnel provided the answer; she grabbed it while continuing to swim into the flight deck. She intentionally slit the palm of her hand with it, and blood orbed up and floated away from the gash.

      The cut remained.

      Fiesei was seconds away from floating toward the rear entrance of the strange ship when a single bullet from Chloe’s rifle put a hole through his leg. The blast caused him to spiral slightly, delaying his escape.

      “Fiesei!” she yelled.

      “That’s the furious woman I remember!” he said as he slowly reoriented himself, ignoring the fact that blood floated away from his leg.

      “My sister.”

      “She’s not your sister, Vaish! You never had one!”

      “My lover.”

      “He’s not your true lover. I am!” She felt her heart skip a beat as he continued, “You were my wife!”

      “Fuck that!”

      “We fought the Hashmedai during the invasion of the Linl republic! We fought against the republic joining the Radiance Union; we fought to have our exiled families in secret to be free to return to the worlds we handed over to Radiance! Worlds that were taken away by the Hashmedai!”

      “Shut up!”

      “The Morutrin system is all that remains of our once independent society, and even today both the empire and the union have their hands around it, trying to take it for themselves!”

      She had had enough of his talk. Rage forced her to pull the trigger, and his body shot backward, impacting against the side of his transport. Chloe floated over toward his body, gazing down at him as he held on to his chest while blood seeped away.

      “Go on, do it, end me,” his weakened voice said. “Maybe…maybe you really aren’t her. Maybe you are…your next actions will prove that.”

      She held her rifle down toward his defeated body, looking at the gaping hole in his chest leaking blood. She hesitated as her finger hovered half an inch away from the trigger. The pain in her body, the chaos bellowing across Earth, the lives lost, the lives being lost, and the ones that would be lost…Sarah and Chris. This man had played a key role in it all. All he needed to do was use words to get what he wanted, as far as she was concerned.

      “Get up. You’re pathetic.” Bring him in. Let justice do its job. Rage isn’t your thing, Chloe!

      He remained still, unmoving, with a grin on his dying face. “End it. You know you want to. Release the beast within you. Be yourself once more.”

      “Shut up!” Her gun stretched closer to his face, for she was beginning to question if the justice system would even do something about him. The thought of him getting off after all this made her sick, and even if he didn’t get off, would he be put to death? Or just locked away for life? The lines between being a hero, naïve, and an antihero were blurred by unfocused fury.

      “Make me a martyr,” he whispered. “If this is how it’s going to end, pull the trigger. I’d rather it be you than anyone else.”

      “Whatever you say.”

      Chloe pulled the trigger, and a weightless stream of blood released from the exit wound at the back of his head, while droplets of blood from the opening wound slashed upward toward her face.

      A bullet through the head, it solves everything. Words to live by.
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* * *

      Earth Cube, Geneva, Earth, Sol System

      Jazz’s hands guided his plasma katana in a circular motion, cutting away at the steel that made up the elevator door on top of Earth Cube. His boot kicked in the center, causing it to fall down the shaft into the abyss below. Several seconds had passed, and he did not hear the sound of the two hulks of metal crashing. It was a long way down. Time to test how fast I can recover from this, he thought and leaped in.

      The impact put him out for a solid five minutes, and his battered body rested on top of the elevator until it was time to act again. Only something was different: he still felt pain, and he hadn’t fully recovered from the fall as expected. It was almost as if the strange healing he had was sapped away during the middle of his recovery. Well, that’s not good…what the fuck happened?

      Once again, his katana was put to work. Cutting a hole through the top of the elevator he had fallen on, he crashed down upon cutting his way through. The emergency bunker was at last available to him, and before him stood a shocked President Mariana Salamanca, all alone inside the square-shaped room.

      “So…this is how it ends?” she asked while placing her hands on top of her desk.

      “It doesn’t have to,” Jazz said, powering down his katana.

      She looked at Jazz, visually unshaken by his presence, especially when he began to walk toward her. “Why do you serve the empire?” she asked. “They attacked us, killed billons of people, human lives! Gone!”

      “There’s a lot out there ya’ll don’t know about,” Jazz said. “The empire ain’t perfect, but the attack was engineered, engineered by a Radiance cult.”

      “You expect me to believe that?”

      “No, I ain’t got no proof,” he said.

      “If you do this, right or wrong, you’ll never see Earth again as a free man.”

      “Listen,” he said while thrusting his blade through the top of her desk. “When Empress Y’lin sent me here, it was to ice you and some other guy I don’t give two shits about. But…it’s been brought to my attention I’m being played. I don’t like being played.” He pointed to his blade, still stuck through the desk. “I need you to cut yourself.”

      She looked at his weapon and then back at him. “You’re crazy.”

      “The world…the galaxy needs to think you’re dead,” he said. “If I walk from this, Y’lin will just send another assassin, and another if they fail, and quite possibly another fleet of ships. Your blood on my blade will be the proof I bring back to the empire that you’re dead. We can end this conflict between Earth and the empire once and for all right fuckin’ now.”

      “I can’t abandon my post as commander in chief!”

      “You’ll be saving lives; humanity doesn’t have enough ships to take on the entire Hashmedai navy. And you’re kidding yourself if you think Radiance will send all of theirs to defend one system.”

      “If we join the union.”

      “Don’t. You’ll just make Earth a target for centuries to come if that’s the case.” His arms folded. “The choice is yours, but I ain’t gonna kill ya. The Celestial Order will have to get someone else to do that if it’s gonna come to that.” Salamanca’s hands came within reach of the side of his blade and stopped for a second in hesitation. She then gently brushed the palms of her hand along the side of it, leaving behind a trail of her blood along the blade. “Now, use whatever powers you’ve got to make this look legit—take a nice permanent vacation in Barbados or something.”

      His blade was once again back in his hands, and his feet took him back toward the sliced-up elevator he’d come through. He stared up toward the long dark shaft and a set of ladders along the side.
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* * *

      EISS Headquarters, Geneva, Earth, Sol System

      Destiny’s and Eupiar’s steps splashed through puddle after puddle of blood. Bodies of UNE and EISS personnel created a path of death leading toward the psionic prison cell, which held Hannah. Destiny didn’t know what to make of it. Someone clearly had beaten them here, someone armed with a plasma melee weapon, by the looks, as each body was dismembered with burn marks along the areas that had been directly sliced. It certainly made their job easier: Eupiar didn’t need to hack any entrances open, and Destiny didn’t need to engage in risky combat.

      “This should be it,” Eupiar said while reading off the holographic map of the facility.

      The two approached the cell door leading toward Hannah’s cell. Destiny already had a bad feeling about what she was going to see when she entered. The door was already partly open. She held on tight to her rifle and then entered the white-walled room. There was a single body lying directly in the center of the room, drowning in a pool of its own blood.

      It was Ken. A Hashmedai plasma dagger was jammed through the back of his head. “Oh my god,” Destiny said. The two saw no one else, just Ken’s body…Destiny activated her communication ear piece. “Jazz,” she transmitted. “I got some bad news.”
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* * *

      Unknown Transport Ship, Outside Jupiter Orbit, Sol System

      Hannah stood behind Kasidey and Whigli as they watched Fiesei’s demise from the windshield of their transport. She placed one of her hands on Whigli’s shoulder and the other on Kasidey’s.

      “Excellent!” Hannah said excitedly. “Let us depart. Fiesei’s task is complete.”

      As their transport began to lift off from the flight deck, Kasidey’s fingers inputted a command to remotely open the hangar doors. The cold blackness of space surrounded the ship as it traveled away from the John F. Kennedy and toward the wormhole high above Jupiter.

      “Do you remember what to do?” Hannah asked Kasidey.

      Kasidey produced a red gem from underneath the dashboard of her flight terminal. She held on to the gem firmly while focusing her vision toward the wormhole. It changed; Paryo could no longer be seen in the distance of the vortex, just the emptiness of interstellar space, some place far away from the Hashmedai capital.

      “I think it might be off,” Kasidey reported. “I’ve never done this before.”

      “Close enough,” Hannah said as her arms spread apart in a welcoming gesture toward the rift in space that was minutes away from consuming them. “Mommy! I’m coming to you. We will be reunited, and we’ll be a family again! Yes, I’ve aged, but that’s OK, because you haven’t, not really. You’ll be just the way I last saw you, and that’s what is most important, what will make me happy. My happiness will make you happy; my return will fill the void in your life. You’ll support me, my every choice, especially the most important one of them all, my ascension into the celestial realm. Mommy, you are going to be so proud, I promise. I am the key.”

      Kasidey’s reaction toward Hannah’s speech was a neutral one, unlike Whigli, who glared at her then back toward Kasidey. “Is this what ships are like now these days?” he asked as the operation of the ship was different. The biggest thing being gravity, without the need of a rotating ring like all the UNE ships.

      “No, not quite,” Kasidey said.

      “Who built this?”

      “Nobody you need to be worried about right now,” Kasidey replied. “The only thing you need to know right now is we’re going to be making the galaxy a better place.”

      No further questions were asked on his part, especially how she became Chidorli. He wanted to believe that she was indeed Chidorli coming back to him. How else would she have known all that stuff about him? How else would she have been able to free Hannah from the EISS psionic prison? Kasidey was no human; that was for sure. Perhaps Radiance was right, and there was some kind of afterlife…no, not Radiance. The Celestial Order, they might have been the ones who were right. Maybe, just maybe Chidorli had descended from such a plane of existence to come back into his arms, looking like a human to keep her cover secret.
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* * *

      ESV John F. Kennedy, Outside Jupiter Orbit, Sol System

      Fuck that, Chloe thought upon seeing the mysterious transport take flight. She floated toward the equipment storage closet, equipping herself with a flight jumpsuit and helmet, and climbed into the cockpit of a dormant fighter. Flight wasn’t her thing, and it showed as she projected a blank stare at all the buttons, sticks, and holo screens within.

      “EVE autopilot,” she requested. The top of the cockpit slowly shut as it automatically began to prime its engines and launch. “Pursue and attack the ship that just departed the JFK!”

      Chloe’s fighter launched then swung around as its sensors picked up the unknown craft flying toward the northern pole of Jupiter. The ship quickly entered her fighter’s weapons range. A gut feeling told her maybe she should let this go. After all, she wasn’t a trained pilot, and leaving flight and combat maneuvers in the hands of an AI was…risky to say the least. If things got rough she may be better off trying to fly it herself. It’s a transport. What’s the worst that could happen?

      Chloe was three seconds away from missile lock when a single blast of energy pulsed away from the transport, demolishing her fighter into a flaming ball of metal and debris. All with one shot.
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* * *

      Imperial Palace, Paryo, Uemaesce System

      “It would appear I was wrong about you,” Y’lin said as Noylarlie bowed before her. “And for that, I am sorry. Your status as an Archmage has been reinstated.”

      News of Kroshka’s and Noylarlie’s actions saving Paryo quickly spread throughout the masses of the world. The eyewitness accounts of the crew aboard the Hashmedai capital ships that were lagging behind the Crimson Arrow only helped to add to their fame.

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” Noylarlie said, rising up from the cold solid floor.

      “As for that half-breed,” Y’lin said.

      “He will stay out of your sight,” Noylarlie assured. “I could use another crew member aboard my ship.”

      Y’lin nodded. “Very well,” she said and then addressed her daughter. “Kroshka, I’m proud of you. I thought for a moment you cared only about humans and would support anything they do.”

      Noylarlie grinned in a devious manner. She knew Kroshka was in a Celestial Order temple along with her guardian. Whether they liked it or not, that made the two of them allies. Neither of them was going to share what they were doing prior to saving Paryo or that they had tapped into power the order knew about and greatly valued.

      Two hours later, Kroshka sent out a request for Eeladen and Noylarlie to meet her in her room. Kroshka was once again dressed like a Hashmedai imperial princess, a long white gown with a tiara bearing the gold-plated image of the Hashmedai flag. She faced away from the window toward the two requested guests, her long platinum hair reflecting back on the glass.

      “We need to address what happened at the temple,” Kroshka said.

      “My lips, as you ordered, are sealed,” said Eeladen.

      Noylarlie watched as Kroshka struggled in her mind to compose what she wanted to say next. The young princess stepped closer while fidgeting with the sparkling bracelets around her skinny wrists. “The Hashmedai sect of the Celestial Order operates out of there,” Kroshka finally spoke. “I went there to follow up on a lead, but now I do not feel it is safe to return there. We cannot expose them as there is no doubt in my mind they are the ones that funded the attack on the palace days ago.”

      “They may strike again in anger,” he said.

      “This means my mother cannot know as she’ll have them all killed.”

      “And us,” Noylarlie said with her arms crossed.

      “We need to appear as allies, appear as if we are open to the idea of their beliefs,” said Kroshka. “Make them think they have us in their pockets, and then when they reveal a weakness, strike them.”

      “If that’s the case,” Eeladen said, “I volunteer to go and act as a representative. I will feed them whatever false information you require.”

      “Very well.” Kroshka faced Noylarlie. “And you?”

      “I’m an Archmage; I don’t report directly to you,” Noylarlie retorted. “But you have my word—no one will know of this.”

      “That is what worries me—whom do you serve? The empire? Or the order?”

      Noylarlie’s face curled into a grin upon hearing her question. She wasn’t quite sure herself. Noylarlie’s mother’s wishes clearly were on the side of the order, especially regarding things happening behind the scenes that the order themselves didn’t even know, like the goddess. Noylarlie’s arsenal now consisted of the half-breed and disgraced prince to the throne, connections in the order, and a secret that could have Kroshka in a lot of trouble.

      And most important of all.

      She was now officially the strongest psionic in the known galaxy.

      Perhaps this was why her mother had revealed all that information, helped her gain this power, and worked with Hannah to guide her to Danyal; she was giving Noylarlie a gift from beyond, the keys to galactic domination, with her in command.

      “I have my own problems to deal with, and I don’t pray,” Noylarlie answered. “Figure the rest out for yourself.”

      Noylarlie was now back in as an Archmage and had a newfound bond with this mysterious gem, and people within the order were willing to support her. As she left the throne room, her mind began to weave together a plot. A plot that would make her mother proud, a plot that would change the direction of the Hashmedai Empire forever.
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* * *

      Unknown Transport Ship Interstellar Space

      Fahia’s face manifested on a small screen connected via an aether space communicator, capable of sending messages across the cosmos instantly. Kasidey sat in the cockpit of their transport, alone at last, and began to speak. “What’s your status?”

      “The atomic missiles have been redirected,” Fahia said.

      “Good, this should put Kroshka and Noylarlie in the empress’ good books.”

      “Next time you do something like that, have the audacity to tell me beforehand,” Fahia said. “Is Fiesei with you?”

      “Don’t worry, he’s not coming. He was a tool anyway, and he had no true loyalty to the order. He and his exiled followers served their purpose.”

      “What about the Earth president?”

      “I have no new data about that; Jazz was a poor choice.”

      “Phylarlie was supposed to be sent. She would have had it done already.” Fahia let out a sigh. “We will research another way if the president still lives.”

      “There’s no need,” Kasidey revealed. “Why do you think I had the missiles fired in the first place?”

      “Not sure, explain.”

      Kasidey’s chair reclined as she folded her hands together. “What do you think Y’lin will do in response? She still believes it was humans who launched them.”

      “Clever.”

      “The spark that will ignite the fire that will make humans run into the arms of Radiance will happen; it is only a matter of time.”

      Fahia’s image nodded then said, “May the gods’ light shine upon you.”

      The screen went black; the transmission ended as indicated by text within an alien language that populated thereafter.

      Kasidey’s hands reached back behind her head as her feet perched on top of the dashboard. “May the goddess’ darkness shroud you,” she said and began to recap the last few years. Traveling to Earth, assuming the form of an EISS agent, using her newly acquired contacts to connect with Fiesei…and now this.
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* * *

      Silver Raven, Geneva, Earth, Sol System

      “Punch it, Vel!” Jazz exclaimed to her as he, Destiny, and Eupiar climbed aboard.

      “Is it done?” Veloshira asked Jazz as he took a seat upfront in the cockpit. “Where’s the head?”

      “I was attacked before I could cut it off,” he said, spinning his web of lies. “She is dead; let’s leave it as that.”

      Blue skies of Earth quickly became black and star filled, and the Silver Raven shot out into sublight speeds. Away from vengeful UNE fighters, the Winston Churchill and a debris field that seemed to have replaced the Radiance fleet that was orbiting Earth.

      “Now we just have the soldier,” Veloshira said a few minutes later.

      “We need to flee the system. There is no way we can find him under these conditions,” Jazz said. There was, however, no reply from Veloshira. Whatever, he thought and floated out of his seat to address their two new crew members about their empty victory.

      “Well, at least we know she isn’t dead,” Jazz said to Destiny. “Someone wanted her out of there more than we did.”

      “What do we do now?” Destiny asked, brushing her floating ginger hair backward.

      “Ironically, this is the exact spot I found myself in twenty-two years ago,” said Jazz. “On a Hashmedai ship, forced to leave Earth behind since it wasn’t safe to be there, and Hannah went missing.”

      “We’re going to the empire?” Eupiar asked.

      “Not quite, the Morutrin system, but close enough,” he said. “You two might like it there, if you don’t mind the instant weight gain from its gravity.”

      Thirty minutes had passed. Jazz returned to his seat, monitoring the situation within the solar system, namely the last known locations of the UNE fleet. A few ships had been redirected toward a single UNE ship just outside Jupiter’s orbit in a hurry. Something must be going on over there, he thought.

      “Jazz,” Veloshira said to him. “What do you make of that?”

      She pointed toward a holographic projection that showed some newly acquired sensor data coming from the UNE ship at Jupiter, namely a strange ship leaving it. “What is that?” he asked.

      “I thought it was a human ship, but…the designs and power emissions aren’t consistent with one,” Veloshira said.

      “Hey, Destiny,” Jazz shouted toward the lounge where she and Eupiar had been resting. Destiny floated over behind Jazz, and he pointed toward Veloshira’s display. “Ever seen anything like this?”

      “Nope,” Destiny said, shaking her head.

      “It’s gone,” Veloshira cut in.

      “What?”

      “Not on scanners at all. It’s like it slipped into a hole in space,” Veloshira reported from her screen.

      “Let’s take a peek,” Jazz said.

      A new holographic window loaded, displaying three red dots on an intercept course with the single red dot outside Jupiter. “There’s a human battleship close by, with more on the way.”

      “Quick flyby, nothing more,” Jazz pleaded. “Then we leave the system.”
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* * *

      Silver Raven, En Route to ESV John F. Kennedy, Outside Jupiter Orbit, Sol System

      The Silver Raven made slight course correction, taking them toward Jupiter. Several minutes later, they arrived, dropping out of sublight speeds. A UNE battleship bearing the name John F. Kennedy was adrift, with its hangar bay doors wide open and no signs of activity, despite the Silver Raven being so close to it.

      “What do you make of that?” Jazz asked, pointing his index finger toward a vortex above Jupiter.

      Veloshira’s glowing orange eyes squinted at the strange sight. “It looks like the hole in space I saw earlier.” Three short toot sounds emitted from the computer terminal, repeating every two seconds. “A beacon?” Veloshira asked.

      Jazz’s fingers interacted with his terminal. “It’s a distress signal,” he concluded and loaded a small hologram of a small circular object floating in space. “Looks like an escape pod.”

      “I’m leaving.”

      “No, let’s check it out; they might have seen what happened here,” Jazz said, cutting Veloshira off.

      “There are battleships closing in,” she reminded him.

      “Then we need to be quick with our recovery.”
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* * *

      The Silver Raven’s cargo bay doors swung open, and Veloshira carefully piloted the ship to swallow up the escape pod before slamming the doors. Once the all clear was given, Jazz and Destiny floated their bodies down to the lower decks to check out their prize. A hissing noise was heard as white mist filled the room, escaping from the confines of the pod. It was nice and warm to Jazz’s face, unlike the cold environment of the cargo bay.

      Out from the mist of the escape floated a UNE pilot wearing a flight jumpsuit and helmet. The pilot’s hands quickly rose to unlock and remove the helmet.

      “Are you fucking serious right now?” Jazz said as he laid eyes on the pilot.

      “Not what I had in mind for a rescue team.” It was Chloe; she faced Destiny and gave her a long hateful stare. “Especially you.” Her fist drove into Destiny’s face, hard. “You fucking cunt!”

      “Hey!” Jazz shouted as he attempted to break up the brawling weightless women exchanging punches, kicking, and even pulling hair. With the zero-g, it was quite easy to pull one’s hair. It was, however, a futile attempt, as a stray boot to the face tossed Jazz backward to the far end of the cargo hold. Maybe they’ll listen to this…Jazz fired two bolts of plasma from his pistol, missing both the brawling ladies by inches. “Enough!” he shouted. “Y’all can deal with ya beef later. I want some answers,” he said, looking at the blackened burn mark on the wall left by his pistol.

      Destiny kicked herself away from Chloe while Chloe spat blood from her lip and the inside of her mouth and said, “I guess I’m your prisoner now, huh?”

      “That depends on you and if you know anything about that strange ship,” Jazz said.

      “I was trying to chase it,” Chloe said to Jazz. “It went into that…void thingy.” Hesitantly, she added, “Hannah’s aboard that ship.”

      Jazz’s and Destiny’s eyes lit up. “How do you know that?” he asked.

      “She was smiling at me through the windshield.”

      “Jazz,” Veloshira shouted from the cockpit. “Human battleships are closing in. We need to leave now.”

      Jazz pulled and swam his body back into the cockpit while keeping his reply to himself. He knew Veloshira wasn’t going to like what he was going to propose. And he wasn’t going to like himself if he once again let Hannah slip away to be corrupted by the illuminati of the galaxy.

      “Take us through that rift,” Jazz finally said. “If we leave the system, they’ll chase us, and they might even catch up.”

      Veloshira said, “Had we just kept on course to the space bridge—”

      “Yeah, yeah, well don’t rub it in,” he said and motioned his head toward the wormhole. “That is our new path home now.” Wherever the fuck it goes, it’s better than here.

      Eupiar, Destiny, and Chloe all floated behind him into the cockpit. He gave them all an update of their current situation and game plan. Detour through the wormhole and track the strange ship, which apparently had Hannah aboard.

      As the Silver Raven propelled farther and farther away into the abyss of the unknown, Jazz activated a holographic screen, displaying everything directly behind their spacecraft. He looked at it heavily, for it would be the last time he’d see Earth. Which appeared as a pale blue dot within the mouth of the wormhole they had just crossed.
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      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      “This is becoming a common thing between them,” Gavin said, watching Sarah and Chris recover in the infirmary beds.

      “Well this time, there’s some damage we can’t fix,” said Dr. Pike. “The bullets that hit them happened to hit their reproductive systems. They’re both going to be infertile after this.”

      Gavin turned away from the glass window and looked toward Dr. Pike. “You saying he got shot in the balls?”

      “She took a big hit in her uterus.”

      “Fiesei had this done on purpose,” Michei interjected. “To send a message: all of humanity will become like this if you fully embrace and become loyal to the Radiance Union.”

      “According to your report, isn’t that exactly what he wants anyway?” Gavin asked.

      “He wants your people in, just not to be part of the system,” Michei said. “A virus could enter one’s body, but it will never do anything good to your insides. His plan is to have humans become the virus that will topple the union.”
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* * *

      Abyssal Explorer, Rasi Orbit, Barnard’s Star System

      The crew aboard the Radiance cruiser Abyssal Explorer was finally released from their twelve-year cryostasis journey through space. Cap. Gab Ueyei sat in his captain’s chair, reminiscing about the last time he and his ship arrived at a world he’d never been to. As he recalled, that world was Earth.

      “The outpost sends their welcome, Captain,” said the Abyssal Explorer’s lead shipboard psionic, Ure Karklosea.

      “Inform them we’ll be in orbit within the next two hours,” Ueyei replied and then tilted the head on his four-foot-tall Vorcambreum body up—way up—to his new second-in-command. She was a Linl with short brown hair, green eyes, and an athletically toned body, which was hard to hide with the tight gray jumpsuit that everyone wore. “How does it feel to finally leave Lejorania?”

      “I’m speechless, Captain,” said Cdr. Ure Vaishea. “Been aboard ships my whole life, but to finally travel beyond Lejorania and Dark Lejorania and into unexplored space is amazing.”

      “Gengei would be proud to have you as his replacement,” Ueyei said.
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* * *

      Scholar Odelea floated in her lab in the science and research sections of the Abyssal Explorer. Her scale-clad Aryile hands keyed newly acquired research data into her data pad. A tiny bit of light from the nearby red dwarf star beamed its light into her lab, though it was barely noticeable. The lab was already brightly lit to the liking of an Aryile like herself, and the star itself was quite dim. Even planets that orbited it got very little light from it. She often questioned why Radiance would build colonies in this system; it was better suited for Hashmedai.

      “Odelea, we will be arriving soon,” Ure Sinzihea called out to her from behind.

      “I’m almost done,” Odelea said.

      “You know, you could just assign someone else to tend to these samples,” Sinzihea said while removing a strand of her free-floating black hair from her face. “The research that awaits us will be far more important.”

      “I know.” Odelea continued to key in her report, never removing her reptilian eyes from the data pad.

      “Still, I don’t know why Telinei chose you to be his replacement,” Sinzihea said. “But who am I to question the gods? They willed it to happen, after all.”

      Odelea’s fingers ceased moving across the touch screen. Her work was finished, and she spun her young body around. Alisha entered moments later, the only human aboard the ship, and the first human to work for Radiance scientific development.

      “Alisha, I was hoping you’d stop by!” Odelea said happily.

      “Sorry to interrupt. I left my data pad here,” Alisha said.

      “Ah.” Odelea floated toward the back of her lab, and a stray data pad hovered in the corner. “Here it is,” she said and handed it back to Alisha. “By the way, congratulations to your assignment to this world. Your work with Radiance science and exploration will help bridge the gap between humans and our people.”

      “Thank you. Perhaps we’ll cross paths again?” Alisha asked.

      “Maybe—our research is more…secret, but the facility will be close to yours,” Odelea said. “We may see each other in the dining areas. Anything else?”

      Alisha’s head was fixated on the back of Sinzihea’s head as she did everything possible to not show her face to her. “No, I’m fine,” Alisha said after a long pause. Then she floated away.

      Sinzihea groaned upon hearing Alisha leave. “That was too close,” she said.

      “You two know each other?”

      “She knew me as Dianna Lee on Earth. Dianna Lee isn’t supposed to be on this ship...or this system. And now we’re going to working in the same research complex...this will be a problem if she sees me.”
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth Orbit, Sol System

      Ella sat in her brig cell. Her hands removed a spoon from her mouth, which had just deposited the last scrap of chicken noodle soup, her meal for the night. Two guards made their way out the sliding doors, bickering about Jazz’s failed attempt to convince the president to fake her death.

      She held the spoon firmly in her hands and looked intently at it, never taking her eyes off it. Seconds turned into minutes, and she continued to hold on to the spoon, glaring at its shiny and silvery surface.

      The guard watching her dropped the book he was reading when he saw what happened next.

      The spoon bent in half.
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      ESV Sun Tzu, En route to Pluto, Sol system

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Commander Todd said, staring into his holographic computer screen.

      The bridge crew of the UNE flagship, ESV Sun Tzu diligently performed their duties as the ship dropped out of sub light speed toward the location of a faint distress call. UNE Admiral Linda Stone stood with her hands behind her back as she stepped toward Todd. His eyes and face were in complete shock upon witnessing what remained of a deep space defense platform. He spun in his chair to face the tall black woman and asked. “This encounter makes it the what?”

      “Eighth, the eighth time this month,” Linda said. “Any signs of survivors?”

      “None, but I’m detecting debris from what appears to be a Hashmedai scout ship.”

      At least they put up a good fight before getting overwhelmed. “Alert the fleet, and send a message to command.” Linda gave the order then stood next to the bridge’s central hologram. A three-dimensional map of the solar system was being projected emitting soft white and blue light as an eighth red colored ‘x’ appeared on it. She placed her hands on the console generating the hologram, gazing at it for several seconds then spoke. “The Hashmedai Empire is back, we all knew this day would come.”
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      Silver Raven, Interstellar Space

      A proximity alarm combined with a call to battle stations alarm shrieked and echoed throughout every section of the Silver Raven. Nobody could hear it, at least not right away as the crew aboard was resting quietly in their cryostasis pods, Jake “Jazz” Johnson being one of them. The Silver Raven’s automatic revival systems kicked in, reviving Jazz from his pod. His eyes slowly opened as the glass tubular pod swung open. All he could see from the mist that escaped in front of his eyes, was flashing red lights.

      “Good morning.” He grunted as he sluggishly left the pod, like a new born hawk cracking out from its egg. If it wasn’t for the weightless environment, he would have slammed into the cold hard floor. It took about five or six seconds for his head and vision to correct itself before he positioned his body to face the exit. A tug on a nearby handle bar helped propel his body out as he made his way to the cockpit on the upper deck.

      He sighed after floating past the lounge into the cockpit and white mist exited his mouth. Deep space was the only thing that could be seen through the forward windshield other than the tiny red dwarf star in the distance struggling to emit light. He sat in the pilot’s chair as his dark hands reached outwards to enter a string of commands into the computer terminal in front of him.

      “Can you like, shut that noise off?” Destiny said as she floated into the cockpit to join him. Like Jazz, there was a hint of fatigue in her voice and movement, as she sat in the chair next to him.

      “That noise means we’re ‘bout to get fisted,” Jazz said. “How good is your Hashmedai?”

      “Nowhere near the level of yours,” she said as she slowly brushed her floating ginger hair backwards and away from her face.

      “Word, tell me what those screens are saying while I figure out how to fly this boat.” He continued to push buttons not knowing what half of them did. She did something similar at her post. “Hold up, why are you awake from cryo?”

      “This is your ship, you tell me!”

      “Only myself and Veloshira are supposed to be awakened during an emergency like this,” he said. “Computers must have taken a shit.”

      “I may or may not have taken Vel’s pod,” Destiny said. She activated a holo screen displaying updated sensor data. Jazz was certain she loaded the screen by accident. “Okay red dots are bad, right?”

      His head peered at the newly displayed tactical information. A central blue dot representing the Silver Raven remained stationary while a red dot approached from the side, dropping out of sub light speeds. He leaned in closer to read the text hovering above the holographic red dot. “Oh, fuck me. Radiance patrol ship.”

      “We’re doomed,” Destiny said. “Want me to revive Vel?”

      “Yeah,” Jazz said, then reconsidered seconds later. “Scratch that, they might just wanna talk.”

      “You sure?”

      “About them talking? Fuck no, they might ice us when they get into weapons range.”

      “I meant Vel.”

      “Oh uh, we’ll leave her for now, if they want to talk they’ll probably freak out if they see a Hashmedai woman in the cockpit with us.”

      “I see where you’re going,” she said. “We humans look like Linl.”

      “They’ll never know the difference.”

      “Except for that fact that we don’t speak their language.”

      “I can speak Rabuabin, close enough!”

      An automated beep played from their computer terminal, adding to the noise of multiple alarms blaring. Jazz shut down the alarms and red flashing lights. If the Radiance ship wanted to talk, they’d need to project a ‘we’re cool’ vibe, alarms tended not to project that kind of image.

      “What does that mean?” Destiny asked.

      The beep kept repeating. With the alarms now silent Jazz could make out what the noise meant. “It’s an incoming transmission. Put on ya best Linl face.”

      Jazz’s finger tapped a flashing button triggering the appearance of a large projection. Within the hologram he saw the bridge of a Radiance cruiser. A Javnis wearing a grey jumpsuit sat in the captain’s chair speaking in the Radiance language. “Abyssal Steadfast tarn blan vessel tarn seckilack sel orig speaking to?”

      Jazz’s knowledge of the Rabuabin language only allowed him to understand a fraction of what the captain had said. “We are just a merchant ship looking to, uh trade and sell rare supplies,” Jazz said in Rabuabin.

      “Vinna dogo coral-loth Rabuabin ligon?” the Javnis captain asked. Once again Jazz couldn’t make out much of it.

      “So, as you can see we aren’t a threat?”

      “Vinna dogo coral-loth Rabuabin ligon?” the Javnis captain asked yet again, this time with irritation in his voice.

      Must be Monday morning for these folks, Jazz thought.

      The captain then shouted to one of his bridge crew members. A Rabuabin man stepped forward in the projection shortly afterwards with a perplexed look on his face and his tail still. “This is Commander Za Teyanei of the Abyssal Steadfast,” the Rabuabin said in their language. “My captain wishes to know your destination.”

      “Word,” Jazz said quietly with a grin.

      “And why you are speaking Rabuabin?”

      “Uh, I’m from Talsyk,” said Jazz. “My wife is Rabuabin and is a controlling woman.”

      Not a complete lie, Kalis, a Rabuabin, only spoke in their native language. Part of the reason Jazz took the time to learn it, after learning Hashmedai, was so that he could communicate with her better. That and he lived in the Rabuabin district of Port Shala.

      “Say no more, I understand,” Teyanei said. “Your ship did not register in any of our databanks.”

      “Salvaged from Morutrin, it was cheap and it worked,” Jazz said, a lie, but it was a necessary one. The truth would have gotten them shot down.

      Teyanei’s projection spoke to the Javnis captain and after a brief exchange returned to Jazz. “Captain says you’re safe to proceed, heading to Rasi I presume?”

      Jazz nodded and the projection vanished. The screen in front of Destiny showed the red dot move away from them.

      “So, since we’re breathing I’m going to assume we’re good?” asked Destiny.

      “I’m going to need a big shovel,” said Jazz. “To clean up the amount of bullshit I had to create just to get us out of that.” He lowered his head to examine the controls and a small holographic map of the star system they had entered. The Silver Raven’s trajectory placed them on a direct course toward a frozen inner planet. “So. Rasi. I’m going to assume it’s this world here.”

      “I think we’re going to need—”

      Destiny’s voice was cut off as Veloshira decloaked and wrapped one of her Hashmedai hands across Destiny’s forehead while the other held her dagger against her neck. Jazz, in a panic, spun his weightless body toward the new conflict.

      “Veloshira!” he shouted in the Hashmedai language.

      “You’re in my chair, Jazz, and she’s in yours,” Veloshira said in her native tongue. “What’s the meaning of this?”

      “We were both awakened from cryo, there was an emergency.”

      “Then why wasn’t I revived?”

      “Because she took your pod by accident.”

      There was hesitation on Veloshira’s part before she released Destiny from her grip and hissed through her fangs at her. Both Destiny and Jazz floated away from the chairs they sat on as Veloshira sat at her usual seat to pilot the Silver Raven.

      “Your partner always like this?” Destiny propelled herself back toward the cockpit exit.

      “Work related stress,” Jazz said to Destiny.

      “What’s our status?” Veloshira asked Jazz while she regained control of the ship.

      “Radiance patrol stopped us seconds ago,” he said in her language.

      “Radiance?” Veloshira’s palm hit her face. “We’ve flown into a Radiance Union star system.”

      “They think we’re a Linl merchant ship from Morutrin.”

      “Do you have any idea what you have done?”

      “Yeah, may have found where they took Hannah,” Jazz said. “If we find Hannah we can find the ship that made the wormhole that got us out here in the first place, and return to the empire.”

      “Speaking of which,” Veloshira said as she analyzed the Silver Raven’s sensor logs. “According to these logs the wormhole we traveled through is gone.”

      “Perfect,” Jazz said as the darkened icy planet slowly started to come into view from the forward windshield. “So, we’re stuck in this region of space if we fail.”

      A little over an hour had passed since the encounter with Radiance patrol. During that hour Jazz left Veloshira alone in the cockpit piloting the ship toward their new destination. Both Destiny and Jazz spent the time floating about in the lounge, the only section of the ship Veloshira was okay with the temperatures being turned up slightly for the humans aboard. Well humans and a half human called Eupiar. Which reminded Jazz, both Chloe and Eupiar were still sleeping away in cryostasis.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Chloe’s eyes opened as the glass tube to her cryo pod lifted open. Jazz’s smug grin was the first thing she saw after floating away from it. Eupiar the half-human, half-Hashmedai girl was revived around the same time.

      “Johnson,” Chloe mumbled to Jazz as she looked to see who else was still in cryo. Nobody. Out of the ten tubes in the chamber only four of them including the two Chloe and Eupiar floated away from were open.

      “So, there’s been a change of plans—”

      “Stop.” Chloe cut into Jazz’s statement, there was one other person still in stasis, someone she didn’t recognize from when all four them came down here originally. “Who the fuck is that?” Her finger pointed toward a beaten and battered looking Aryile.

      Jazz’s gaze followed where she pointed and he winced.

      “Shit, forgot about his ass,” he said. “Long story short, this fool tried to pick a fight with me. He was Hashmedai when we fought, turned into an Aryile after I killed his ass. Tossed him in there hoping to find some answers. Answers that never came.”

      “Turned into? Like he shapeshifted?” Chloe asked Jazz.

      “I dunno, I wasn’t looking at the time. All I know is he was Hashmedai at the start then Aryile later.”

      His story, if it was true, sounded somewhat familiar to Chloe. Part of her hoped it was true as it would provide a perfect explanation as to why there was a woman who looked, dressed, and talked exactly like her aboard the ESV John F. Kennedy.

      “Oh my god,” she said, staring at the Aryile preserved in the glass tubing.

      “What’s up? You know something?”

      Tell him the truth? Perhaps later, she still lacked proof about her theory. And to be honest, the events that transpired on that ship was something she’d rather not think about now. She’d abandoned her sister and boyfriend shortly after they got shot to seek revenge. And now? She was stuck out there, somewhere in the galaxy, having to rely on the aid of people she once considered to be enemies.

      “It’s nothing,” she said and kicked her feet off the walls to start her zero-g swim out of the cryo chamber and toward the upper deck.

      There was warm air blowing directly into the lounge area outside of the Silver Raven’s cockpit, a welcome feeling as Chloe only wore a tank top and pants, though she considered going back to put on the flight jumpsuit she was wearing when she was rescued by Jazz and his rag tag friends.

      Jazz started distributing grey colored packages to Destiny and Eupiar, food and water rations by the looks of it. Chloe raised her eyebrow at Jazz when he saw that his hand extended a package toward her as well. Chloe’s pride told her to not accept it, the groans in her belly said to take the damn thing and shut up. Her hands tore open the package and out floated dehydrated lamb and bread, not exactly the meal she was expecting, given this was a Hashmedai ship.

      “You’re welcome,” Destiny said to Chloe. “We swiped those from our Iranian safe house before coming aboard.”

      Chloe kept her mouth shut in attempt to hold onto the pride she felt was slipping away. These guys rescued her, kept her aboard for their ride and now were feeding her like she was part of the team. No fucking way they’re getting a ‘thank you’ out of me, not after what they’ve done!

      “I don’t want to experience that again,” Eupiar said after consuming half of her floating meal. “Cryostasis felt a lot worse than I thought it would be.”

      “Try being in cryo for eight years,” Chloe said, taking a bite of the lamb. Cold, dry, and bland as hell, but it killed her hunger.

      “So, since we’re all awake, I’m assuming we’re near our destination?” Eupiar asked.

      “I’m still not sure where ‘here’ is exactly other than the fact it’s Radiance territory,” Jazz said.

      “Give me a star map,” Eupiar said. “I’ll try to figure it out.”

      Jazz moved his hand outwards, welcoming Eupiar into the cockpit. She winced, distorting her teenaged face, then floated in while still chewing her meal.

      “Careful, she bites,” Destiny said, snickering as Eupiar sat next to Veloshira.

      “And you shoot without thinking,” Chloe said to Destiny, who turned to face Chloe with an angry glare.

      “Go fuck yourself,” Destiny said.

      “You wanna go again?” Chloe shouted.

      Destiny pulled her fists up ready for another brawl just as Chloe was about to do the same. Jazz launched his body between them, both of his strong arms extended outwards in a break it up manner.

      “Bitch, I got no problem fucking shooting you in the head again,” Destiny shouted at Chloe.

      “Just like how you shot your fucking husband?”

      “Oh, my fucking god,” Jazz said as Destiny tried her best to push him aside to get to Chloe. “Star map!” Jazz shouted to Eupiar.

      In the cockpit Eupiar held onto a small holographic window then tossed it toward Jazz and the others in the lounge. It stopped in between them as it grew larger in size showing a map of the star system they were in as well as the closest systems to it, one of them being Sol. It was enough data to catch Chloe’s attention as her green eyes peered at it longer. She could tell Jazz started to relax more upon seeing Chloe became less interested in fighting with Destiny and more interested in the holographic data. In reality, Chloe wanted nothing more than to put Destiny out the airlock, especially after the hand gun gesture Destiny made toward Chloe’s head as she floated away from the lounge.

      “I take it you know something?” Jazz asked Chloe. She nodded. “Do your thing then Chloe.”

      The region of space around Earth was unexplored as far as the Hashmedai Empire and Radiance Union were concerned. Of the closest fifteen stars to Earth, only three of those systems were claimed. Epsilon Eridani was controlled by the empire, Alpha Centauri (and Proxima Centauri) was claimed by the union, then there was Barnard's Star, one of the newest worlds from what Chloe had learned in her years living at Alpha Centauri, it was also controlled by the union.

      Chloe said. “This is the Barnard's Star system according to what I’m looking at.”

      The revelation made her smile, she may be surrounded by people she didn’t like aboard this ship. But the ship itself was surrounded by people she was allied with and who wouldn’t hesitate to blow them out of existence if they learned who they really were. Though she would prefer that they do that when she was off and away from the Silver Raven.

      “We’re gonna land on this planet here,” Jazz said, pointing to one of the planets on the map. “Destiny and I will travel around posing as Linl merchants, looking for clues as to where Hannah might be, any intel you could provide would be helpful.”

      Chloe snorted. “You do that, I’ll be getting off when you land,” she said as Jazz crossed his arms. “A Hashmedai assassin, her human slave, a terrorist, and her pet hacker.”

      “Now that’s just cold.”

      “You have any idea what Radiance will do to all of you if they find out who you really are? I’m EDF, part of the UNE, allies of Radiance. I don’t need to pretend I’m anyone. I’ll contact Radiance command and ask them for assistance, you guys stay put and out of the city.”

      “I think it’s cute she thinks she’s in command,” Destiny shouted from the rear section of the ship, clearly listening in on their conversation.

      “Fine, do what you want let’s see what charges they bring up against you and your HLF activities,” said Chloe to Destiny as she floated into the cockpit. She was surprised how cold things got the instant she crossed the threshold into it. “The bombings, kidnappings, beheadings. Radiance knows about that stuff, it wasn’t limited to the ones stationed on Earth.”

      Jazz followed her shouting. “Look, if you wanna play the part of the noble soldier doing the right thing, go right ahead, ain’t none of us gonna give a shit, you’re the one that owes us for pulling your ass out of that escape pod.” He took a seat in his chair up front next to Veloshira. “Just don’t go running your mouth off about us, and don’t come crying to us if the Celestial Order has infiltrated your Radiance friends here.”

      “I doubt they’ll be here,” Chloe said. “This is a brand-new Radiance colony, small population, small number of ships in the system, why would the order come out here?”

      Wishful thinking. The order took the time to come to Earth before humans had starships to travel through space. Nonetheless, she couldn’t find any justification for the order to set up shop here, being the ass end of the Radiance Union.

      “You guys done bickering?” Eupiar asked as she typed away on the holographic keyboard of her laptop.

      Chloe looked back into the lounge and saw that Destiny had returned, and was staring intently at Chloe as she started to finish the last of the meal she left behind. “No... not even close,” Chloe said, turning back toward the forward windshield.

      “What’s up Eupiar?” Jazz asked.

      “I just finished installing a translation program onto my laptop,” she said. “If I can gain access to their network I’ll be able to get some info for you guys.”
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* * *

      Radiance Deep space transport ship, Rasi orbit, Barnard's Star system

      The multi-year journey from the Morutrin system to Barnard's Star or Orovlus as it was known to the Radiance races was nearing its final stretch. Passengers aboard the transport began to re-orientate themselves in the zero-g environment of the ship after being revived from cryostasis. The interior of the transport was nothing more than one long winding corridor with cryo tubes lined up one by one along the walls. There were three levels of decks which were quickly filling up with Radiance races as they started to emerge from their pods. All of them looking to build a new home on this frontier world.

      Some passengers were with their families as their children gathered around the pods, waiting for the rest of their kin to be revived. Some people traveled alone, wanderers that grew tired of life on Morutrin Prime, but weren’t exiled from the union either. A Javnis mother held her infant child as she peered through one of the nearby windows, looking at the frostbitten planet the transport began to orbit. The cities on the surface of the planet created a web of dots and lines as their lights shone brightly despite the fact it was daytime on that side of the world. Barnard’s Star was anything but bright.

      The cryo tube that held Gab Eicelea slid open, her yellow Vorcambreum eyes opened as she pushed her four-foot-tall body away from the tubes. She was quite tall for a Vorcambreum woman. She wore a long red and blue coat, black leather work gloves and a red ribbon tied to the back of her dark silver hair.

      Floating next to her tube was her hired bodyguard, Za Vynei, a Rabuabin man who had fallen asleep waiting for her to be revived. He had short spiked blonde hair and fair skin. The top he wore was grey, much like her skin, while his leather vest and pants were black. Small orange rings hanging off his large horns drifted aimlessly with his floating body.

      “Vynei,” Eicelea said loudly. There was no response. “Vynei.” Still nothing. Eicelea became aggravated. “Vynei!” she shouted as her small feet kicked him in the shin.

      That did it.

      “I’m awake.” His eyes jerked open and his hands lowered to rub the new-found pain on his leg.

      “No, you most certainly were not!” She looked up at his six-foot-tall body. “What kind of bodyguard are you?”

      “Sorry, boss.”

      Eicelea quickly climbed back into her cryo tube, she had almost forgotten her backpack and data pad. Ironically, she had insisted on keeping them with her as she didn’t trust the transport ship’s crew with taking care of her most important belongings in the cargo hold. Her life’s work existed on that data pad, and the data crystals inside the bag.

      They came to a stop at one of the windows along the side of the ship. Eicelea had to kick her body upwards to look out as the bottom edge of the window was just above her head. She was glad she did it however, watching the planet Rasi from orbit was so much more exhilarating than watching it on a holographic projection.

      “We’re here at last!” she said with victorious grin.

      “Why is it taking so long to dock?” Vynei said, staring at the spaceport in the distance.

      “One planet, two spaceports, all of them full of ships arriving and departing.” Just as Eicelea explained that, an announcement played over the intercom instructing all passengers to line up at the airlock. “Let us depart ourselves, our new home awaits us.”

      The deep space transport ship docked with the spaceport as the previous ship that was there launched away eventually entering sub light speeds in the expanse beyond. The spaceport was a colossal space station with smaller transports flitting to and from the surface of the planet, a key hub in distributing the population to the surface, stars or nearby planets and moons. A docking clamp shaped almost like a robotic hand extended out from the spaceport, grappling onto the side of the transport where its primary airlock was. Once the connection was secured, the doors leading into the airlock slid open making a soft hissing noise in the process.

      The queue to leave the transport was massive as floating passengers patiently waited for the noise to subside and their turn to pass through the exit came. Both Eicelea and Vynei swore when they realized the line up to leave had started to form during their gaze out the windows. As a result, they ended up somewhere near the back.

      After a fifteen minute wait the queue shrank enough for them to pass through the airlock and into the spaceport. Bright white lights shone down upon them while gravity forced their once floating bodies onto the floor. The station used five psionics whose sole job was to generate gravity for all sections of the spaceport. Tropical plants from the Aryile home world decorated hallways leading into the central atrium.

      The hallway that led Eicelea and Vynei away from the airlock placed them high above the atrium. She looked down through the railings of the balcony and saw scores of people marching to or from the departures or arrivals sections of the spaceport. Many of them tugged their luggage behind them on anti gravity trolleys. Holographic advertisements played, promoting the services merchants in the spaceport or planet side had to offer. The center of the atrium had a small garden with thinly shaped trees rising from the grass. A group of Aryile and Linl children played as their parents watched on from seats nearby.

      An elevator took Eicelea and Vynei to the lower levels while an automated message played over the intercom revealing that a travel ship had docked ready to take people to Courelia, the city on the surface they planned to make their new home. As they walked toward the ship across the glistening white floor, Eicelea noticed a series of holographic screens listing travel information for all the long range transports the spaceport was supposed to handle. There were transports scheduled to depart to Morutrin Prime, Lejorania Sanctum, Aervounis. Earth: the human home world as she remembered, was listed as well. Keyword ‘was’ as all transports listed to travel to or from Earth were cancelled. Regardless it was indeed an interesting thing to see. Much had changed in the galaxy since they had entered cryostasis in Morutrin if flights to the human home world were a reality. She would have to read up on history to learn exactly how much had changed in the last thirty years.

      The transport they boarded was a civilian version of the transport ships typically used by the Radiance forces. The layout was similar, the only major differences being the removal of cryo tubes in the back and that the transport itself was twice the size. As expected the moment they stepped aboard the transport, their bodies started to float once again. They took a seat in the back, strapping their seat belts on.

      Gravity slowly took hold as the transport entered Rasi’s gravitational pull, though it was less than it was on the spaceport, almost forty percent less. The blackness of space remained partly visible through the cockpit’s forward windshield despite crossing the terminator into daytime. The only major source of light was the large arcology in the distance shining its bright lights off the feather like snowflakes falling from the sky.

      The transport’s doors swung open as they landed and everyone began their exit into the city side spaceport. There was a lineup of six families waiting to board the transport Eicelea and Vynei exited. Eicelea asked Vynei to claim their belongings from a nearby check in as the contents of the cargo hold should have been brought down planeside by now. He handed the clerk a small data crystal and upon scanning it, a hologram displayed the IDs of both Vynei and Eicelea. An anti gravity cart with two large boxes was soon presented to him.

      “Evidently, they did not design this place with Vorcambreum in mind,” Eicelea said with her head tilted way up at a directory map she couldn’t see. “Vynei,” she shouted. He stepped over with their belongings in tow, picked up the tiny woman, perching her on top of his shoulders. Much better, she thought. “Thank you, now let’s see here,” she read the holographic directory at her new-found height, searching the confusing map for their next destination, “temporary housing is three levels down.”

      “Temporary housing? I hate that.”

      “As do I, but rent here is rather exorbitant. We will need a roommate to assist in covering the costs and such.” She pointed toward a wide brightly lit corridor. “The elevators are that way.” Vynei was about to place her on the floor when the back of her heel smacked him. She had no intention of walking, not while her body weighed less on this world. “Come now, let us be hasty!”

      “Do I really have to—?”

      “Yes! As I said this place clearly was not designed for my species, you really think these legs can handle a trip like this? There is much walking to do after we leave the elevator!” He began to walk in the direction as instructed, carrying her and their two cargo boxes. “Consider this practice in case I’m injured during an archaeological dig, it will be you that will be tasked with the duty of carrying me out to safety.”

      “What if raiders attack and I’m the one injured?”

      “Then it will be quite clear I hired the wrong bodyguard.” She lowered her head, avoiding hitting a low hanging pipe on the ceiling. “Now, less talk, more walk.”
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      Imperial capital, Paryo, Uemaesce system

      Yominv Crossblade’s yellow eyes opened to the elaborate decorations lining the walls of his bedroom. Pictures of cities and forests from Earth hung from the walls, while grey sculpted statues of Radiance scholars and a wide selection of Hashmedai made swords rested on his cabinet tops. The skyline of the imperial capital projected into his room via the wide window of his hi-rise condo along with the burgundy morning sunrise.

      He lifted his head away from his pillow as he stared, with a soft smile, down at the gorgeous naked woman who had been lying next to him the whole night. She didn’t care that his eyes were yellow, or that his hair was turning grey or that his pale skin and hands were on the path to withering. These are the best women, he thought. Loyal to him and his perverse needs, for the right price of course.

      His hand brushed across her deep pink hair, causing her eyes to open revealing their deep red color, he missed the days when his eyes were like that. She shot him a grin then lifted to lick the sides of his neck while brushing her breasts against his chest. What was her name again? Lise? Or was it Halesca? He couldn’t remember nor did he care.

      “A great sight to witness, this time of day,” Yominv said to her, avoiding dropping her name.

      “Did you miss me?”

      “I missed a lot about last night.”

      “What did you miss the most?” she asked as she grabbed hold of his hands, guiding them toward her flawless birthing hips. “Was it this?”

      “No,” a voice called out from underneath the bed sheets. “It was this.”

      Yominv felt a cold pair of soft hands glide across the right side of his leg, up across his belly stopping shy of his arm. Out from the blankets, his second bedroom partner from last night appeared. Long blue hair covered her whole back, she had tanned cream colored skin and she crawled closer toward him on all fours, before brushing the side of her tongue against his cheek.

      “Oh, that’s right,” he said as both women rested on either side of him. “Will you be joining me for first meal?”

      “Maybe. What do you have to offer?”

      They continued their embrace with him as he held onto them and pondered if it was even worth having them stay longer. He’d already had to give them four bottles of Taxah red wine, and had their standing with the empire increased enough for them to continue to live in the high-end district of their city for another six months.

      “On second thoughts,” he said. “Let’s keep in touch. I may require your services in the future.” He felt their cold bodies move away from his as they began to gather their clothing scattered across the floor next to the bed. “Enjoy the wine ladies.”

      Playtime was officially over.

      An hour after Lise and Halesca left, and Yominv had taken a quick bath. The tub was smaller, to his disappointment when he first moved into this suite so sharing it with the ladies of the night he frequently brought up here was not an option. Sure, he could just move to another suite that had a larger tub, but those places lacked the view this suite had to offer. A view that he made sure to stare at every morning for at least five minutes as he entered the kitchen and dining area.

      Like his bedroom, the kitchen and dining area had a wide glass window peering out over the never ending and heavily populated city. Ships flew high in the skies in single file, either heading to space, or toward other parts of Paryo. Down below, people on the streets appeared like tiny insects as they made their commute to whichever career the empire had assigned to them at birth.

      Five minutes were up and he stepped away from the glass. Before he turned away he stared at the reflection of himself wearing a maroon colored bath robe. He began to prepare his first meal for the day. First he removed a chunk of succulent Hevir steak from his cryo food storage cabinet. He then used a razor sharp harmonic knife on the deep red and brown meat, slicing it into thin strips. A plasma heated stove top provided heat to a square shaped frying pan where a generous block of creamy Hevir butter melted and bubbled ferociously, releasing steam as it turned from light orange into a golden brown. He carefully placed the cuts of Hevir steak and used a small utensil to send tiny tidal waves of the sizzling butter over the meat, searing it with each stroke of his hand. Various green herbs were tossed in. They were hard to get as Hashmedai weren’t able to digest plant foods, though the essences extracted during the cooking process produced flavors few of his people experienced.

      He cracked two Ratiz eggs and dropped them into a second heated pan where they sizzled and popped releasing an aroma Yominv couldn’t help but lower his face toward to take in.

      Soon his meal was complete. A plate of butter seared Hevir steak and Ratiz eggs, a first meal dish inspired by humans. With his stacked plate in hand he took a seat at a small dining table at the center of his kitchen and dining area. As he dug into his meal, he loaded a small projection in front of him. It displayed text written in the human language, a book called the Art of War by an ancient human named Sun Tzu. According to his research the knowledge within the text contained some valuable tactics when it came to warfare, so much so that humans to this very day read and studied its ancient knowledge. The humans even named a battleship after the writer of this book. And meals like the one he was having made it possible for him to know his enemy in its purest form.

      He patted his mouth clean with a towel after he finished his meal. A quick flick with his hands switched the holographic window into one listing his appointments, messages, and notifications. One message caught his attention. One where he thought he had lost his opportunity weeks ago. A group of warriors had returned from the frontlines, fighting in the war without end against Radiance. They were waiting for further instructions aboard his ship, the Scathing Hand, a destroyer in orbit.

      A dossier loaded, displaying three muscular brothers, one dressed in guardian combat armor, the other two in warrior exosuits. He stared at the projection, going over their service record with the empire, their lengthy list of kills, their undying loyalty, and the mention of their father, a soldier who was killed during the invasion of Earth. Yominv began to compose a written message to the three brothers in question.
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* * *

      Scathing Hand, Paryo orbit, Uemaesce system

      The airlock doors slid open allowing Yominv to float through into the dimly lit corridors. He wore his uniform, that of a Hashmedai ship captain as he swam his body through the circular, gravity free corridors. The crew all showed him respect as he floated past them, deeper and deeper into the interior of the ship until he arrived at the galley.

      Inside, several Hashmedai ship personnel and ground combat warriors hovered next to their tables, consuming their floating meals, or drinking via cylindrical enclosed water bottles with a small lip on the side. Yominv’s eyes locked onto the three brothers gathered around one table close to the entrance. They all had light blue skin, with white hair. The oldest brother Iekia being the guardian had his braided and tied back into dreadlocks. Another, the middle child Gorar, had his hair short, while the last one, the youngest judging by his youthful looks, kept his hair shoulder length. Yominv recalled his name was Tenery.

      Three pairs of glowing red eyes tilted toward Yominv as he approached their table, their drinking and laughter came to a halt seconds later, waiting to hear the words the brave captain wanted to say to them as per his message.

      “Captain,” Iekia said.

      “You three have served the empire well,” Yominv said.

      “We were born to do just that,” he said.

      “Have you been assigned to a new ship?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Excellent,” Yominv said, taking a seat. “Let us talk.”

      “For the record sir,” Gorar said. “We three only work together so whatever task you assign us we must all be a part of it.”

      “It’s the reason we’re so successful, who else but three brothers would make such an effective team?” said Iekia as his hand reached toward his drink.

      “I have no intention of splitting the three of you up,” Yominv said. “But, the task I have in mind is a dangerous one, one that could have the three of you split up regardless, at the hands of the enemy.”

      “That’s what all our commanding officers say before a mission, yet we still talk and drink together and we still copulate with women,” Iekia said.

      “If the rewards are great,” Tenery said. He was softer spoken than the other two. “We will join in any task you wish us to take.”

      “Oh, your imperial standing will increase to the highest tier if you accept,” Yominv said. “This I will see to personally.”

      Iekia leaned his head closer to Yominv. “What is the mission?”

      “It’s classified for now but know this, an old enemy will be slain.”

      Yominv heard a beep go off in his ear communication implant. “Captain,” a voice transmitted to him seconds later. He’d have to continue this talk later, but judging by the grins growing on the three brother’s faces, he had got them interested.

      “Think about it,” Yominv said. “If you are interested, report to Captain T’esih, she will provide you with further instructions.”

      Yominv promptly pushed his hands down upon the table, forcing his body to slowly float upwards as he went to swim his way back out into the corridor. His finger tapped the side of his ear to take the message incoming message.

      “Yes, what is it?” Yominv transmitted back.

      “We found it.”

      Yominv exited the elevator floating onto the bridge of the Scathing Hand which was fully staffed sans him. The shimmering white sight of Paryo was visible via the bridge’s forward windows as the planet glistened in the morning sun. He floated toward his central captain’s chair while asking. “Where is it?”

      “Adrift near Hagil,” Neviana the shipboard psionic spoke from her monitoring station. “It must have gotten caught in its gravity as it lost fuel.”

      Neviana had gotten back from a scouting mission from one of the inner and warmer planets in the system. As such she wore psionic robes that were slightly more revealing due to the hotter temperatures on the planet in question. It consisted of grey strapless crop top and long hanging loincloth.

      Yominv had never noticed how fit her figure was until now. He had to stop himself from fantasizing what it would be like to bed her, as an important mission was at hand. “Set a course at once. Order all ships in the area to leave right now.” He pushed a sequence of buttons on the terminal mounted to the arm of his chair. A small three-dimensional projection appeared displaying a gas giant and a line representing the Scathing Hand’s estimated trajectory toward it. “Excellent work tracking this everyone, the timing couldn’t have been better.”
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* * *

      Oyuri, Barnard’s Star system

      Oyuri was the Javnis word for ‘fire’. An appropriate name for one of the two most populated planets in the system as Rasi was the word for ‘ice.’ Oyuri was a tidally locked planet and the closest one to Barnard’s Star. Much like with Foicanta, one side of the planet always faced the star becoming a rocky desert, while the other side was shrouded in the cold darkness of space. Unlike Foicanta however, there was no ring of green between the sun baked side of the planet and the eternal night side as Oyuri was devoid of water, or breathable air for that matter, Sulfur dioxide made up most of the atmosphere, released from the volcanoes dotted across the planet’s surface.

      A moon orbited the planet, and like the planet itself it was tilted, locked on the day side of the world creating a perpetual solar eclipse across a small region of the yellow colored planet. From space, it appeared as a blackened circle with tiny glowing lights, emitted from a few volcanoes. Star systems like this weren’t commonplace within the Radiance Union. Outside of scientific study or exploiting resources, planets like this and Rasi were left un-colonized apart from having a small orbiting station. Oyuri was more than enough to prove how cool and dim Barnard’s Star was, as although it was the closest to the star, the average surface temperature of the bright side of the planet was no higher than thirty degrees Celsius. On most worlds in this system, Barnard’s Star appeared in the skies as small glowing object, barely strong enough to provide enough to light to blanket out the sight of space with the atmosphere of the planet. One could still make out a few stars in the skies if they looked carefully enough. Oyuri was the only planet that got enough sunlight to light up the ground. On every other planet in the system including Rasi, the sunshine resembled a bright moon in the skies rather than a sun.

      Radiance’s presence in the system served one purpose, to study the ruins of the Lyonria. The Linl knew of the Lyonria since ancient times as ruined cities littered the surface of a planet in their home star system. Ancient Linl astronomers saw these worlds and ruined cities with their telescopes and pondered what it would be like to explore them, and find out who built them. It was for this reason that the Linl people worked tirelessly over the centuries to build ships and to expand into space. As time went on, the Linl discovered that the Lyonria were a spacefaring race, one that had colonized this section of the galaxy and quite possibly more. Ruins were not only found in their home system but in Alpha Centauri, Morutrin and now Barnard’s Star.

      The surface of Oyuri was littered with artifacts and the remains of Lyonria cities, Rasi had several as well, though there were obvious signs that Oyuri was the primary world in this system.

      Colonizing this system not only allowed Radiance to have a permanent research presence but discouraged the Hashmedai from taking an interest in it, as several ship yards were in construction, building a new fleet of ships that would protect this system like all the others Radiance controlled.

      Deneroi camp was the central hub on Oyuri and the location of the only starport able to land large ships and transports. It was a small city, built using parts of a single colonization ship that landed hundreds of years ago. Small rectangular buildings made up the camp, all of which were connected via circular tubes as sand from the surrounding desert blew against them.

      On the outskirts of the camp, Ure Karklosea knelt, dragging her hands through the sand. She and her apprentice Ary Stolanei wore environment suits protecting them from the harsh, unbreathable air that surrounded them. She felt it was unnecessary to wear it as being a psionic she could easily cast a barrier to protect herself, not to mention having her cybernetics covered up made them almost useless. But protocol was protocol, the administrators of the camp insisted everyone including psionics wear environment suits in case of an emergency, like a psionic’s mind becoming weak due to too much psionic activity.

      Karklosea rose with a fist full of yellow sand as it fell from her grip like in an hour glass. Her green eyes looked toward the translucent horizon from beneath her imposing helmet as Stolanei stepped next to her.

      “Do you feel it?” she asked him.

      “Yes.” Stolanei said slowly

      “It’s a high concentration of psionic power,” she said, looking at his reptilian eyes peeking through his helmet’s glass visor.

      “It’s not focused, almost like it’s orbiting the planet.”

      “Then diving deep into the crust of the planet, only to blast back out.” She shut her eyes, trying hard to focus on the source of the power. Her suit was getting in the way, she needed to be outside without a suit on.

      “We are about to break orbit,” Captain Gab Ueyei’s voice transmitted to their helmets.

      She sighed knowing what that would entail. Walking back to the airlock, removing these gods damn suits, then teleporting back up. Too many steps for one simple task. All the while she’d be reminded that being indoors and out of the suits wouldn’t help her track the psionic force. They needed to be deeper into the desert to get a solid fix on it.

      “Understood, coming aboard,” Karklosea said, then addressed Stolanei. “We should come back and study this place in more detail later.”

      He nodded as they began to back track into the camp, walking toward the circular airlock door, kicking up plumes of sand behind them.
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* * *

      Abyssal Explorer, Oyuri orbit, Barnard’s Star system

      Karklosea and Stolanei made a grand return aboard the bridge, stepping away from a bright flash of blue light. Psionic Mil Dargonea attended to her tasks at the main psionic workstation behind Captain Ueyei’s chair. Karklosea’s blonde hair was still pinned back due to the helmet. She rather liked it, mainly because it saved her the trouble of having to use her powers to keep it still while floating in zero-g. Not that weightlessness was an issue right now, Dargonea used her psionics to generate gravity for the busy bridge crew as they attended to their stations, getting ready to leave orbit.

      “Welcome back,” Ueyei said, lifting his Vorcambreum head way up to greet Karklosea and Stolanei “Helm, set a course to Rasi.”

      “Yes, Captain,” the Linl helmsman said.

      “Any plans on a return to this world, sir?” Karklosea said as she relieved Dargonea from her station.

      “Perhaps. Given the lack of ships in system we’ll probably spend a lot of time transporting researchers back and forth,” Ueyei said as the view of the yellow planet disappeared from the window. “Something catch your interest?”

      “Psionic energy, and I have no idea why or where it’s coming from.”

      “The ruins perhaps? The civilization that built this are the same ones that were in Morutrin before the Linl showed up, correct?”

      “Psionics was given to us by the gods,” Karklosea said “There was never a mention in the ancient texts of another race before us getting the same gifts.”

      “Exactly the reason the Union set up a colony in this system in the first place, to uncover the mystery of the Lyonria.”

      Karklosea merged her thoughts with the Abyssal Explorer, she felt the ship enter sub light speed and head toward Rasi. As usual she didn’t sense anything else out of the ordinary in the system, nevertheless it didn’t hurt to project her thoughts and probe for the presence of Hashmedai ships. She stretched her shoulders upwards a few times to relieve the slight pain she felt in her Linl back. The environment suit pressed against the large tubular cybernetics mounted into her back, she’d have to request a larger sized suit the next time she travelled to the surface.

      The trip from Oyuri to Rasi took half an hour, during which she saw the new commander, and First Officer Vaishea chat with the captain while Stolanei kept his eyes on Vaishea. She never did understand his interest in the commander. As far as Karklosea was concerned she was one of the weaker ones she’d worked with since becoming a shipboard psionic. True, the Abyssal Explorer wasn’t a warship and its focus was science and discovery, but the galaxy was a dangerous place, ships like that needed a strong command crew in case the Hashmedai showed up. If something were to happen to the captain, then Vaishea would be in command, a thought that terrified Karklosea more than a Hashmedai ambush.

      “My gods, what is that?” Vaishea shouted as her gaze fixed out of the window.

      Karklosea scanned the region around Rasi as they slowed to enter orbit. She sensed the presence of a ship, a big one. Her ESP performed a deeper scan of the ship. It was four maybe five times larger than the Abyssal Explorer. Its power output was at a level she didn’t think was possible for any ship, even one that size. She sensed the presence of forward plasma cannons that rivaled ones Hashmedai destroyers used, an uncountable number of plasma missile launchers and a crew of thousands.

      “My friends, the Abyssal Pelican, the new flagship of the Radiance fleet,” Ueyei said, extending his tiny hand outwards, “and personal transport of Patriarch Ure Dalhakei.”

      The entire bridge crew looked out the window as the Abyssal Explorer made a flyby of the enormous ship. Karklosea continued to look at it with her thoughts. She sensed Stolanei doing the same.

      “The Patriarch is here?” Stolanei asked.

      “This system has yet to be blessed by anyone,” said Ueyei. “The Patriarch is here personally to do just that.”

      “We’re in a system that has not been blessed? That’s a bad omen. Even the human system was blessed before we started to study it,” he said

      “And look what happened there,” Ueyei grumbled to himself.

      “Exactly,” Stolanei said, grimacing.
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* * *

      Radiance R&D complex, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      Rasi was a more frozen world than the Hashmedai home world. The planet could be easily described to humans as a larger version of Europa. A sheet of snow and ice covered the entire surface of the planet while an ocean of water underneath it flowed, heated by undersea volcanoes. A few snow-covered mountains stretched outwards from the thick layer of ice, reaching upwards to the skies while arcologies across the planet’s surface became home to the millions of people that took up residence there. Rasi was indeed a proud achievement for the Radiance Union, that a world as harsh as this could be tamed and made livable.

      It was hard to tell the difference between night and day when the clouds hung overhead. Even under clear skies there was barely enough light to create a shadow of oneself on the ground. During cloud coverage? It was pure darkness, though it wasn’t a big deal to the people that lived there. As with Oyuri, the outside was uninhabitable, too cold and no breathable air so people had to spend their time inside the arcologies that housed the cities while relying on the bright lights to simulate the feeling of sunlight.

      The Radiance R&D labs were built inside mountains far away from the arcology where people lived. The reason was twofold. First, if there was ever a problem the lab could be shut down with minimal risk of contamination traveling to the population. Second, much like with the Hashmedai psionic training facilities, bombing the labs from orbit would be a challenge, Hashmedai would be forced to send ground teams into the labs. A detachment of rangers stationed there would meet them with deadly force.

      Alisha Levesque grinned at one of the rangers as she sat in the lab’s cafeteria. The ranger was a young Linl with a brawny body underneath his combat armor and he always flirted with her whenever he was off duty. Radiance weren’t used to seeing a half-Japanese, half-French Canadian around after all. Alisha turned away from him to finish her cup of Yarmo, Aryile coffee and attack her meal of steamed vegetables from the name of a planet she had a tough time pronouncing out loud.

      Alisha was one of the first humans to flee Earth during the Hashmedai invasion. She travelled toward Alpha Centauri aboard the Abyssal Explorer, only to discover her husband Jason and daughter Hannah were nowhere to be found. She was alone on an alien world with a few other human refugees. With nothing left for her, she offered to work with Radiance scientists aided by her background in science from Earth and was tasked with staffing this new facility here on Rasi. Luckily for her, the Abyssal Explorer was ordered to fly here as well allowing her to catch up on the Radiance way of life, scientific advancements and learn their language for the first year or so of the voyage before retreating to cryostasis.

      “Alisha, go home.”

      The voice that called out to her brought her thoughts back into the present. She saw Dr. Katotea standing next to her donning a white lab coat just like Alisha’s. She was a Linl with deep brown hair tied in a long ponytail, and a bad habit of always being late, thus forcing Alisha to cover the first hour of her shifts to keep the lab foreman off her back whenever Katotea had a shift in Alisha’s lab.

      “This is my first meal in the last twelve hours,” Alisha said.

      “Just because one day on Rasi lasts seventy-two days on Earth doesn’t mean you have to go that long without eating.”

      “That’s funny, now that you mention it, technically I’ve only been here for a day and a half as far as the rules of this world is concerned.”

      Katotea smiled and swiped a piece of Alisha’s meal, sampling it for herself. “So, how’s life in psionic augmentation research coming along?”

      Alisha’s first task upon arriving was developing and testing new cybernetic upgrades for psionics. Radiance was hoping to roll out a new line of psionics to counter the new upgrades Hashmedai recently developed. “Making progress,” Alisha said. “At this rate, we’ll be able to test the new implants on live subjects soon. How about you?”

      “My work is still—”

      “Classified, yeah I remember,” Alisha said cutting her off. Katotea was the only lab worker in Alisha’s section that bounced back and forth between her secret work and Alisha’s. Alisha’s head tilted to one side, the cafeteria was empty, even the ranger made his way out. “Guess it’s time to return to my lonely apartment.”

      The R&D complex had a rapid transit tram that carried commuters to the facility on a direct track toward Courelia, the closest city within the main arcology. The transit platform was located six floors down from where the cafeteria was located. Alisha found herself alone at the platform as she waited for the next automated tram to slide across the tracks to pick her up. She stepped aboard as it arrived. It too was devoid of anyone else. I got to stop working so late.

      The high velocity tram shot into the darkened tunnels. Only the bright lights from inside, reflecting off the white, shiny floor and walls, could be seen from the outside. The darkness from the outside of the tubes the tram travelled in, turned into the darkness of the outside world as it left the mountains. Alisha saw blowing snow pile up on the outside of the transparent tubes that protected the tram from the atmosphere.

      As the arcology got closer, the tram tunnels dipped lower into underground tunnels that were bored through the thick layer of ice on the surface. Eventually the tram was led into an undersea passage deep below the icy surface. If it wasn’t for the lights placed along the ceilings of the tubes and the massive lights on the surface of the ocean, there would be total darkness down here. A group of aquatic creatures swam through the waters, they lacked eyes so were relying on sonar detection to know what was around them. In fact, none of the aquatic life had eyes. No point evolving an organ such as that in an environment that has virtually no light source with the exception of volcanic activity here and there. A creature that looked like a snake caught a large eyeless fish in its two mouths, one mouth up front, another at the snake’s tail end.

      The tram entered the lower tier of the arcology that rested below the frozen surface. Immaculate buildings from the inside were finally visible. Skyscrapers dominated the view as with most Radiance cities. In tram stations sat people who waited for their next ride, elevators traveled up and down in transparent shafts. Below was a green forest featuring trees and plants from the Aryile home world. A circular fountain was in the middle of the forest, spraying a geyser of water in the air which trickled back down slowly due to the planet’s weaker gravitational pull.

      Bridges stretched out creating a web of walkways leading into skyscrapers, additional elevators and observation platforms looked over the forest below. Bright lights from the ceiling and holographic skies provided the fake sense that this entire environment was outside on a sunny tropical planet. Alisha’s tram ride came to an end as the doors slid open, no one else got on, understandable, as this tram was going to head right back to the complex she had just left.

      Her place of residence was a mere ten-minute walk away from the station. The sidewalks were filled with Radiance races, most likely people like her who just finished a late shift, or were heading to indulge in afterhours entertainment like the tavern she stepped past, full of Linl and Rabuabin, drinking booze and telling each other stories. A small river ran next to the side walk, the water from it fell off forming a small waterfall that dropped into another river below, which then flowed into the ground forest. It was all visible from the sidewalk that eventually turned into a bridge that hung high above the forest.

      Home sweet home, Alisha thought as her high rise building came into view. It was a white circular shaped building, adorned with windows and balconies. Each balcony had a small patch of grass growing on it with three or four small trees. They were based on the personal choice of the person living there and Aryile had tropical trees from their world, Javnis had trees that typically thrived on the swamp like continents on their world. Alisha had to settle with Linl trees as they closely resembled trees found on Earth.

      She swiped her credit chit across a scanner next to her front door. A beep sounded informing her that money had been withdrawn, thus unlocking her door. Radiance collected rent payments every time you requested entry into your home. It was a double edged sword at times, if you spent a lot of time away, it worked out as you rarely requested entry. This also worked out well for those that traveled in space and spent years away. But those that frequently left? They ended up paying more, though there was a grace period before the system charged you more credits to reenter. Leaving your home to visit the park for three hours didn’t require a deduction as you were only gone for a short period of time.

      Alisha’s suite was simply laid out. A large rectangular shaped main area that held the living and dining areas, followed by five sets of sliding doors, one leading to the balcony, three to the bedrooms and one to the rest room. She entered her room commanding the window to block out the light from the outside as she lay down on her bed. She picked up her data pad from her nightstand and her fingers tapped against the touch screen. To her surprise there was a new message waiting for her, someone had replied to her ad requesting a roommate. A Vorcambreum named Eicelea.
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* * *

      Silver Raven, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      Jazz climbed down into the Silver Raven’s cargo hold and looked at Chloe while shaking his head at her as she sat on a crate awaiting her chance to leave. He glanced back toward the upper deck he’d come from. No one was around including Destiny. Good. Now to ask the real questions.

      “I know about the beef between you and Destiny,” he said. “She popped you in the head point blank, yet here you are, alive with no signs of it ever happening.”

      “I don’t want to talk about that right now.”

      “Well I do.” He stepped in front of her lifting his top, exposing the area of his body where she stabbed him during their first meet up. She had an ‘oh, please’ look on her face. “Remember when you shanked me in LA?” He pointed toward his scar free six pack abs. “You got me good, should have left a mark, right? I also got shot three times with a magnetic rifle shortly afterwards and was left for dead. One of those bullets went through my head.”

      Chloe grimaced as Jazz lowered his top back down. “I don’t know how to explain it.”

      “Neither do I except for one thing, I had a run in with a red—”

      “Gem?”

      “Yeah with a glowing orb in the middle,” he said, crossing his arms. “Kroshka used it to heal me, ever since then my mind and body ain’t been the same. One moment I can get shot the fuck up by the cops, next moment those powers are gone.”

      Chloe reached back, placing her hands into her pocket, removing the red shimmering object in discussion. “Did it look like this?” She presented it to him in the palm of her hands.

      “Oh, fuck me...”

      “Before the invasion, Hannah told me in a dream I needed to take hold of this when the time came,” said Chloe.

      Whatever trick Kroshka used in conjunction with the gem to heal Jazz also saved Chloe’s life. One question answered only for new ones to be asked, why was Chloe dreaming about Hannah? And why did Hannah trust her with the task of taking a hold of this gem and not him? One thing at a time man, he thought as this was just too much for him to process.

      Destiny’s voice called for Jazz to come up to the cockpit. As he entered he was tossed a holo video by Eupiar. It displayed footage from the outside, Radiance people going about their business.

      “And I’m looking at what?” Jazz said.

      “We’re going to need to change our outfits,” said Destiny.

      He took another glance at the video, particularly at Linl. She was indeed right, the style of clothing was quite different. He felt like kicking himself for not thinking about this earlier, he spent a solid year living on Morutrin Prime so knew that Earth based attire was considered to be alien. “Might be best, I doubt the locals are used to seeing a human wearing Hashmedai assassin armor.”

      “If I’m reading this map right,” Eupiar said, as she interacted with her laptops holo interface. “There should be a clothing outfitter not far from here.”

      “You got maps already?” Destiny asked.

      “The Radiance network here is stupidly unsecured unlike the ones on Earth,” Eupiar said. “Didn’t take long to crack the codes and get in.”

      Good to know, Jazz thought. “What else can you tell us?”

      “Most of the data I got now is limited to civilian stuff like maps, and transit times. I’ll need access to a com relay to get to the good stuff.”

      “We’ll keep an eye out.”

      Eupiar handed him a black triangular shaped object she had resting on the floor next to her. “Slap this on it when you see one, it will feed the data from it to my computer here.”

      “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear any of that.” Jazz and Destiny swung their heads around to see Chloe standing at the entrance to the cockpit, her arms crossed and her face unimpressed at their chatter.

      “Well, Chloe, guess this is where we part ways,” Jazz said.

      “If I find anything regarding Hannah, I’ll let you know,” said Chloe.

      Jazz was still opposed to the idea of Chloe heading off alone now more than ever knowing she had that gem, was healed just like he was, and had a connection to Hannah. “Alright, we got some shopping to do,” he said to Destiny.

      They stepped out of the Silver Raven, entering the hanger area where numerous ships were parked like an intergalactic parking garage. Chloe did exactly what she set out to do, and walked away, there was no goodbye, no see ya, nothing. Jazz didn’t even get the chance to see which direction she went. Never in his life had he seen someone so eager to get away from him. After all he did to help her too. Fuck it.

      Jazz and Destiny ventured deeper into the arcology as per Eupiar’s directions. They stepped across a foot bridge that hung above several buildings. If Eupiar’s directions were right, they should be entering a commercial district at the end of the bridge. And damn, it was a long bridge. It took them fifteen minutes just to get to the halfway point. A small ship like craft zipped past them. He wasn’t sure if it was a genuine flying car or not. Radiance weren’t keen on using personal vehicles from what he gathered on Morutrin Prime yet, he saw dozens of them off on the horizon.

      “Ironic, isn’t it?” Jazz said to Destiny as they took a break to gaze at the mind-blowing size of the city within the arcology. “Linl and Hashmedai used to come to Earth posing as humans, now we’re the ones coming to one of their worlds acting like Linl.”

      Another vehicle flew above their heads, the wind that followed caused Destiny’s hair to move with it. It was a strange sight to him, the low gravity combined with her hair blowing in the wind resulted in it slowly whisking about in the air.

      “Look at the size of this place,” she said, pointing at what appeared to be a large white wall, no doubt separating the city from the outside world. “Chloe said it was supposed to be a brand-new colony? I don’t think the cities on Mars are this big.”

      “Morutrin Prime has some big ass cities, but that place’s been around for centuries.”

      Destiny looked downwards and her eyes opened wide. She realized how high up they are. “Don’t look down.”

      Jazz did anyway as she looked away. It’s a long way down. He couldn’t even see people, even though there were clearly tram lines, walkways, roads, next to the buildings they were above. It felt like looking down at a city from a low flying airplane, he tilted his head upwards regretting it. Between looking at what was below and now what was above, it gave him vertigo.

      “Don’t look up.”

      Destiny did anyway, and took in the sights of what appeared to be another city above them. It was overhanging on a massive balcony above them. A city stacked on top of a city. “Oh my fucking god,” was all she said for the rest of their journey across the bridge.
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* * *

      Radiance R&D Lab, Station 13, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      Ure Sinzihea entered a dark and hidden lab deep within the mountain. She unbuttoned her lab coat giving her psionic cybernetics a chance to breath, while tossing aside her name tag. She saw scholar Ary Odelea sitting alone at her computer work station, the only source of light in the lab as it shone its blue light across her brown skin, yellow scales, and red wavy hair.

      “Katotea needs to be taken care of,” Sinzihea said to her. “What’s our status?”

      Odelea’s lizard like eyes never turned away from the computer screen that depicted images of DNA strands, diagrams of a human body, and a long list of text written in the Radiance language. “I need more time with these subjects, we found a few issues.”

      “Will it be done before Kasidey and Hannah return?” Sinzihea asked while she walked toward a large glass window, peering into a containment area full of cryostasis tubes, all of them containing humans.

      “These are humans we’re dealing with, they’re not as evolved as we are,” said Odelea. “The last group of subjects didn’t live long because of the issues we just discovered.”

      “We’re running out of time, and now test subjects,” Sinzihea said, turning away from the glass window.

      “If humans were part of the union we’d have billions of subjects are our disposal.”

      “Keep at it. I’ll contact my associates in Foicanta to see if they can reproduce your findings in their labs.”
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* * *

      Scathing Hand, Hagil orbit, Uemaesce system

      Yominv floated into the cargo bay, his yellow eyes fixed on the human built nuclear missile that was recently discovered in orbit around Hagil and brought aboard. A small team of engineers stood next to it, scanning the warhead with their handheld devices. Neviana hovered toward the entrance, overseeing the operation still wearing the outfit from earlier much to Yominv’s delight.

      “The eighth one at last,” he said to her. “Are they trustworthy?” He pointed toward the team of engineers.

      “Yes sir,” she said. “They have all pledged their loyalty to the Celestial Order.”

      “Splendid, begin reprogramming this human device at once,” he said with a scheming smirk. “Connect your mind to Fahia’s personal psionic assistant.”

      “Standby,” Neviana said as she shut her eyes to focus. A minute later she said. “I have their attention.”

      “Tell them to inform Fahia we have the last nuclear device,” Yominv said. “Our redemption is close at hand.”

      Neviana relayed the message telepathically as Yominv pondered his next move. Getting Neviana in his bedroom.
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      UNE base, Los Angeles, Earth, Sol system

      “Left, left, left!” Corporal Tom Richards shouted as he and Private Karen Park neared the end of their holographic EDF obstacle course.

      Staff Sergeant Chris Boyd watched their progress from a projection at the end of the course impressed that they were handling the effects of their protect suits, unlike their last attempt. Failing to wall run did, however, produce some lively laughs from him. Chris saw Karen rapidly raise her rifle, gunning down a holographic Hashmedai warrior.

      “Target down,” she said and proceeded to their destination.

      “LZ in sight!” shouted Tom as he pointed toward a mock up transport ship.

      Chris grinned as he raised his finger to push a button on the holographic screen of his holo pad. Curve ball time.

      Suddenly the course began to rumble causing a holographic landslide to block the path they were going to take toward their LZ.

      “Oh shit,” Tom said quietly, seeing their blocked path.

      They ran off, looking for another path that would lead them to their final objective. Having found one, a gaping pit needed to be crossed. Tom gazed down into it then across.

      “Gotta keep moving,” Karen said, reminding him as she leapt across using the mass manipulation systems of her suit. She glided across gracefully, landing at the far edge.

      Chris grimaced as he saw the brief hesitation in Tom as he eventually followed suit, leaping through the air at a reduced mass. Upon their arrival at the transport, the entire holographic course vanished, replaced by a grey boxed room in which Chris, Tom and Karen all stood.

      “Nice! Computer what was our time?” Karen asked.

      “One hour, eight minutes, five seconds,” said the voice of the computer.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Tom said. “That’s worse than the last time!”

      “You hesitated to leap, Corporal,” Chris said. “You need to trust in your suit’s ability to do the right thing when you need it to.”

      “Another run sir?” Karen asked

      “That’s enough for now,” Chris said, stowing away his holo pad.

      The trio exited into a hallway, all three donning protect suits, sidestepping various uniformed UNE staff who were hard at work placing Christmas decorations along the walls. A reminder to Chris that he had yet to start his holiday shopping as they walked across a skywalk, leading into the main building of the base. Chris stared out the window next to them. The sun was setting, turning the skies above LA into a vibrant orange.

      “So, Richards,” Chris asked. “What do you think of the team so far?”

      “I’m digging the protect suits. Don’t know why we don’t have all our forces use them.”

      “Limited supply since they can only be made on Lejorania Sanctum right now,” Chris said. “Besides it’s easier to master either an exosuit or a protect suit.”

      “I hear you there, sir, I’m still getting used to this after spending years getting used to the exosuits the marines use.”

      “You better get used to them fast or your times will always be slow in the simulator, sir,” Karen said.

      Tom gave her a cold glare while she smiled at him, brushing her black bobbed hair backwards. Chris enjoyed Karen’s enthusiasm. She was the shorter of the two but still managed to outperform Tom in that last run.

      “She’s got you there,” Chris said after a chuckle, asking her. “How are you enjoying things?

      “I’m grateful for being selected to join,” she said. “I’ve always wanted to venture into space, but I ain’t no scientist or explorer.”

      “You could have joined the marines,” Tom said.

      “That would have gotten me as far as Pluto,” Karen said. “I want to go beyond.”

      “Staff Sergeant.” They stopped their walk down the hall turning toward Sarah who was running to catch up with them from behind. Her bouncing dog tags reflected the setting sunlight that was beaming into the skywalk.

      “You two go on ahead I’ll catch up,” Chris said to Tom and Karen, then stepped toward Sarah as she got near. “What’s up?”

      Sarah handed him a holo pad, which he gripped with his large armor covered hands. The projection that appeared depicted a listing of UNE transport ships, and outposts that had all been destroyed, including the most recent one discovered by the ESV Sun Tzu. He was hesitant to look at the casualty list. People being killed by the enemy before the holidays seriously pissed him off.

      “This,” Sarah pointed to the Sun Tzu report, “happened last night.”

      “Has to be the empire.” He shook his head. “The HLF aren’t advanced enough for this, never mind the fact that we fucked them good.”

      He handed her the data pad back, and groaned.

      “It’s the only other option,” she said.

      “Shit.”

      “We got new orders to return to the Winston Churchill and await further instructions.”

      “Well, there go my Christmas plans.” He discovered after recovering from his wounds aboard the John F. Kennedy that some of his family survived the invasion. Christmas dinner was something he never got the chance to participate in during his time as a Navy SEAL. Throw in living on an alien planet for five years and being in cryostasis for a combined total of sixteen years and it was understandable. “All right get your team ready, I’ll pass this along to mine as well.”

      “About that,” Sarah winced. “Command hasn’t finished selecting personnel to join my team, so as of right now you are looking at my team.”

      “My fourth hasn’t been selected either.” He crossed his arms. “Well then, let’s break the bad news to the rest of our team.”
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth orbit, Sol system

      Twelve hours later, Chris, Sarah, Tom, and Karen floated in zero-g aboard a transport positioning itself to latch onto the side airlock of the ESV Winston Churchill. Karen moved toward the cockpit, wide-eyed at the large Earth battleship as sunlight reflected off its hull. In the distance, was the ESV Barack Obama fresh out of construction from the shipyard, as a new and as yet unnamed ship entered the initial stages of construction.

      “It’s a lot bigger than I thought,” Karen said. “How’s the gravity in the habitat rings?”

      “Decent,” Tom said. “Slightly lower than you’d expect on Earth but you’ll get used to it and be happy it’s there.”

      The transport docked and the airlock doors all slid open and all four floated through into one of the many corridors in the main fuselage of the ship. Staff Sergeant Jacob Miles greeted them as they came aboard. Like the rest of them, he wore a tank top and pants. For the first time ever, Chris could see some of Jacob’s many tattoos, including his infamous Canadian flag with the caption ‘Made in’ written above it.

      “Sir, good to see you again,” Tom said, saluting Jacob.

      “Aye, congrats on gettin’ accepted into EDF,” Jacob said. “He ain’t giving ye too much trouble, Boyd?”

      “Just slowing down our simulator runs,” Chris said.

      “And you must be the FNG, eh?” Jacob said to Karen.

      Karen nodded and gave him a swift salute. “Private Karen Park.”

      “Richards, show her up to the habitat ring, will you?” Chris asked.

      “Aye sir.”

      “I’ll go with them, I got some things to sort out,” Sarah said.

      As they vanished down the corridor, both Jacob and Chris traveled in the opposite direction. Chris wasn’t exactly ready to unload his duffel bag just yet, as it meant his plans had been put on hold officially. No, a nice glide down the corridors was needed to delay the inevitable.

      “Did your Christmas plans go to hell like mine?” Chris asked.

      “The moment I heard Hashmedai were fuckin’ around in our backyard I cancelled ‘em,” Jacob said. “Honest though? Ain’t nothin’ gonna happen, there’s no signs of a command ship, no way in hell would the Hashmedai send ships so far away without one.”

      “Then what do you think is going on?”

      “It’s all been scout ships, probably just deep space recon checking to see what has become of those assassins they sent back in October.”

      Jazz and his Hashmedai assassin partner, what did become of them? The last known report was that they were in Geneva causing a whole lot of problems. Then in a strange turn of events, he begged the president to help him fake the assassination and ran away. Joke was on him, she came clean about what he tried, and she was still in power and had no plans of ever backing down. “Radiance fleet isn’t here anymore, they’ll report that back.”

      “Only, they haven’t gotten close enough to Earth to know that for sure. We’ll be fine.” Chris stopped in front of an observation window gazing out into the darkness of space. He felt Jacob’s hand come down on top of his shoulder. “You miss her eh? Even though she shot ya in the balls?”

      Painful memories of being shot in the groin came back into his head. The wielder of the gun? Chloe or at least someone that looked like her. Sarah, who was also shot, swears by it. They managed to recover but neither one of them could have children as a result of their injuries. Chloe, the real one, was never found once the UNE fleet showed up to clean up the mess. At least sex was still possible the doctors assured him, so not a total loss.

      “You know that wasn’t her man?” Chris said.

      “Yeah, I hear ya. But with the cam footage on the JFK scrabbled to hell we’ll never know who that person was, or where Major Vaughan vanished to.”

      “Staff Sergeant Miles,” a voice said across the intercom. “Please report to the cargo hold.”

      “Duty calls,” Jacob said and floated away, leaving Chris to stare out into space longer.
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* * *

      “This better be good, crewman,” Jacob said as he entered the cargo hold.

      “We’ve had these containers here for the last three weeks, sir. I was wondering if you can shed some light on them as they were addressed to be shipped to you.”

      The cargo hold had dozens of large crates held down by magnets. The crates in question were indeed addressed to Jacob, though he had no memory of needing new inventory. And nobody told him about them when they arrived.

      Of course not, they weren’t supposed to exist.

      “Ah shit, completely forgot about these, new gear for the marines.” His finger keyed in a pass code on the side of the crate, the top opened and his hands entered to pull out a rifle. “Have these all sent to the armory ASAP.”

      “Yes, sir,” said the crewman as he rounded up the remaining crates.

      The rifle he held was a heavily modified eRifle. The biggest difference was the inclusion of a retractable plasma bayonet at the end of the barrel. Since Hashmedai preferred melee combat over ranged, the bayonet helped even the playing field allowing marines to use their rifles to stab or slash Hashmedai that got too close. There was another set of crates with his name on it, larger ones containing a newer and larger exosuit. These heavy exosuits had been designed with protection in mind over fire power. Stronger shields, including arm mounted ones, deployable cover, mounted plasma missile launchers. It was a walking tank, something UNE never got around to replacing when they began to upgrade their military with what they use today.

      The sole reason these new toys were in the hold of the Winston Churchill and other UNE ships? The demise of the Radiance fleet orbiting Earth. After the defense platform was hijacked and turned against the Radiance fleet, the remains of their ships crashed down onto Earth, while other hulks remained floating in orbit. A massive and secret salvage operation began in which all the debris was collected and searched for anything useful, especially through the Radiance ships that tried to flee during the massacre. They might have been disabled, but were still largely intact. Radiance had no knowledge that Earth was looting their dead, and Earth needed to keep it that way as best as possible.

      “Hey, Petropoulos,” Jacob transmitted. “What are you up to right now?”

      His gaze dropped toward the new weapon in his hands as the plasma bayonet deployed. It radiated a strong jade glow as it powered on.
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* * *

      “Un-fuckin’-believable! Twenty-two million credits a year and can’t kick a ball!” Captain Martin Xavier’s tone was a furious one.

      He, along with several off-duty crew members, formed a human wall around a holo TV in the rec room. An intense soccer game between Mars’ top-ranking teams was being broadcast throughout the solar system. The Olympus Climbers were losing to the Marineris City Vikings 0-6. A small notification appeared at the top of the screen alerting people who might be watching on Mars of a sandstorm warning, it was that time of the year for them. A secondary notification reminded those near Earth that this broadcast was on a five-minute communication delay.

      Everyone had a drink in their hands except Xavier. He was still on duty but using one of the many perks of being a captain, he could relax in the rec room until he was truly needed on the bridge. That and the Winston Churchill sitting in orbit with no orders other than to stand watch over Earth, there was nothing going on that needed his direct attention, other than this game.

      Cheering and roars raged throughout the rec room once again with everyone sans Xavier and Corporal Grace Petropoulos raising their hands in the air, Marineris City Vikings got another goal.

      “This is why I stopped watching Martian sports teams,” Grace said. “Earth sports are where it’s at, no weak ass gravity to alter the rules of the game.”

      “Don’t let Jacob hear you say that,” said Chief Engineer Shanuka Weerasinghe. “He’s grown quite found of Mars hockey.”

      “I’ve seen children play Mars football better than this,” Xavier said.

      “Soccer, sir!”

      “Football!”

      “Bridge to Captain Xavier,” Commander Cassandra Benally’s voice echoed through his communicator.

      “Xavier here,” he said putting distance between him and the loud drinking crew members.

      “We got a priority one message coming in from the Sun Tzu.”

      Priority one, fuck me. He grimaced upon hearing that, priority one message from the UNE flagship meant something was up. Last time he checked they found wreckage from an outpost hit by the Hashmedai a few days ago. Now they want to talk with him directly. “Aye, I’ll take it in my office,” he said, then addressed the crew around the TV. “Done with this game, you can change the fuckin’ channel if you want.”

      He stormed out nearly running into former UNE marine Tom Richards and a short Korean woman with bobbed hair. Must be the new EDF recruit Karen.

      “Captain,” she said with a salute, Tom did the same.

      “As you were.” Xavier smiled and patted her on the shoulder as he made his exit.

      Xavier entered his office, taking a seat at his large leather chair in front of his desk and computer. He grinned as sunlight slowly started to beam in via the windows, it almost looked like a morning sunrise, something he hadn’t seen in ages after being up in space for so many months.

      His computer activated and a holographic projection appeared showing his computer desktop, an old picture of him and Lieutenant Colonel Jessica Davis, when she was still a young girl helping rebuild a small community in England that was razed by the Hashmedai.

      His finger tapped a red colored flashing icon, indicating a new message was waiting. As he did that a video window of Admiral Linda Stone loaded. She sat in an office like his.

      “Admiral,” he said and waited twenty seconds for her to reply. The joys of long range space communication.

      “Good to see you again Xavier,” she said finally. “I’ll make this short and sweet as time is something we might be running out of. Our listening outpost at Uranus has gone silent. The nearby helium-3 mining station also reports zero activity from the outpost in the last few hours.”

      “Don’t tell me we’re looking at encounter number nine.”

      Her hologram said after another long delay. “We don’t know,”

      “What else could it be?”

      “Our ship needs to resupply at Earth,” The delay for that reply seemed shorter, the Sun Tzu was getting closer to the Winston Churchill. “I want the Winston Churchill to head over and check it out and provide any assistance to the helium mining platforms there as well. Losing the outpost is one thing, losing the platforms will disrupt our fuel supplies.”

      “I understand.”

      “You are still the only ship with that expensive QEC device, and I have a feeling we’re going to need updated reports to be transmitted to command right away. If this blows out of proportion expect the Winston Churchill to be the first ship sent anywhere in the solar system as an early heads up for command.”

      “Of course ma’am, it makes sense.”

      “Martin, is your crew up to the task?”

      He didn’t blame her for asking considering what happened two months ago when Chloe, Ella and Gavin bought an alien object aboard and kept it secret. Said object caused Ella to attack crew members, Chloe to disobey her confinement orders, assaulting crew members with the assistance of Michei, and Jessica to disobey orders. The list went on. Sure, their actions ended up putting an end to the crisis in the long run, but it still reflected poorly on Xavier’s leadership as a whole. A captain who had no control over his shipboard psionic, fighter pilots and Special Forces detachment, this wasn’t the ideal crew to handle a delicate operation.

      If it wasn’t for the fact that the entire crew of the John F. Kennedy was wiped out, he might have been replaced all out. But as it stood, the UNE was stretched thin. The John F. Kennedy needed a new crew along with the Barack Obama the newest ship in the fleet. The UNE needed him and his insubordinate members.

      “I’m worried about the psionic,” he said. “I still don’t like what he did.” Or the fact that he couldn’t bring up charges against him. Michei was still part of the Radiance Union, and only they could punish him for his actions. They didn’t and couldn’t as most of the Radiance leadership assigned to Earth was killed during the incident.

      “His actions resulted in the JFK being recovered from the extremists that took it over,” said Stone.

      “He’s also gone through a total personality change. Case in point.” Xavier tossed a pen in the air and it came back down due to the force of gravity, artificial gravity being generated by Michei. Something he once refused to provide for the bridge crew. “But beggars can’t be choosers as the ol’ saying goes, Radiance psionics are in short supply now.”

      “Very well then, I wish your crew good luck, let’s hope this is just a case of someone forgetting to turn computer equipment on.”

      Her hologram vanished, leaving behind a ‘transmission ended’ message on his screen. He returned to the bridge shortly afterwards, ready to deliver the news to the crew, hoping they wouldn’t let him down. He stared at them for a few seconds, Benally stood next to the central hologram, analyzing the reports that populated the projection. Michei was doing his job, updating sensor logs with his ESP scans of the surrounding region. Xavier still couldn’t get used to the idea of him being a useful member.

      A young bridge officer handed EVE a holo pad with information for her to look over. It was a pointless act in Xavier’s mind, EVE was an android, and she could easily access the information remotely from the ships data banks. However, EVE after her repairs, requested to be treated like the rest of the crew when it came to things like this, something about experiencing what it’s like to be an organic crew member rather than a machine.

      “Captain on the bridge!”

      Xavier nodded to Benally, letting her know he was now in command as he walked toward the central hologram. His hands reached out and interacted with the computer interface resulting in a three-dimensional projection of Uranus loading. “We have orders to move out to Uranus, our listening outpost there has gone dark.” He pointed to a small space station orbiting the enormous blue ice giant. “EVE, inform the crew to prepare to depart within the next five minutes.”

      “Aye sir shouldn’t be much longer provided Chief Weerasinghe isn’t engaged in idle chit chat.”

      Chief Weerasinghe is off duty anyways after having a few drinks. Wait. What? “EVE, that sounded like a human response.” Xavier cocked an eyebrow at the android woman.

      “Chief Weerasinghe has made modifications to my systems so I am now capable of a limited amount of humor sir.”

      “Bollocks, just what we need, a joking android.”

      “The added humor setting can be disabled or set to a lower setting at any time, Captain.”

      “I for one would love to see where this goes if we leave her as is,” said Benally.

      “Ugh, well as long as it ain’t messing with your duties,” Xavier said, pressing his palm against his grey bearded face.

      “It will not sir, furthermore the humor setting is only active in this unit, and my systems within the Winston Churchill have not been modified.”

      “Thank god for that.”

      “Indeed, you will not have to worry about hearing me sing Daisy Bell via the intercom when you are close to an airlock.”

      “What about when your unit here does that?”

      “Well then, that will be an interesting day.”

      Exactly five minutes passed and reports from all over the ship began to trickle in, they were green for deployment.

      “Engine room reports they are good to go,” EVE said.

      “Rail guns are ready and standing by, all plasma missile tubes primed, nuclear warheads prepared and ready to launch in case of a major conflict,” Tactical Officer Matsushita said.

      “QEC is green,” EVE said.

      “Michei?” Xavier said, turning the aft section of the bridge to address their shirtless and cybernetically augmented Rabuabin psionic.

      “I’m actively scanning the region of space round us, all good so far.”

      “Space traffic control has cleared us to leave, sir,” Communication Operator Lieutenant Yates said.

      “Very well. Helm set a course to Uranus.” Xavier said.

      “Aye, sir,” said Ensign Chavez as his hands interacted with the holographic controls before him.

      “Take us out!”

      The ESV Winston Churchill broke away from Earth’s orbit, flying past the ESV Enterprise and the ESV Barack Obama. The sun shone its light on the aft end of the ship, making its rotating habitat ring’s white coloring to shimmer. The crew inside the habitat ring gathered around the windows, to watch as Earth slowly moved out of view, many of them shielded their eyes as the bright light continued to shine in, even those gathered around the TV in the rec room had temporarily moved to the windows, ignoring the game, and the fact that the Olympus Climbers just scored again, the score was now 6-7, they were catching up.

      The team in the engine room stood gazing at the reactor as it hummed and pulsed rapidly. It provided the Winston Churchill with more than enough power to accelerate into sub lightspeeds and keep its shields active, so the crew wouldn’t die of solar radiation poisoning.

      Jacob stood in the armory, admiring the new tools the marines would have should they encounter Hashmedai. Grace entered shortly afterwards, Jacob jokingly moved his body like a fashion model proudly displayed the new rifle with its green glowing plasma bayonet to her. A smile was all she could muster.

      Major Gavin “Penetrator” Chambers floated next to Lieutenant Colonel Jessica “Aura” Davis, Lieutenant Mike “Orbital” Fisher, Lieutenant Cassie “Hijinks” Piller, Captain Greg “Hammer” McTavish. All five them engaged in a game of poker in the zero-g flight deck, the rec room was just too crowded with the soccer game going on. Aura tilted her head toward the side, taking in one last look at Earth as the hanger bay doors slid shut. Gavin saw Chris and Sarah float in from the main deck, giving a tour of the ship to their new recruit Karen. Gavin nodded toward the former Navy SEAL as they made eye contact. Chris returned the gesture.

      Dr. Pike made one last final check of the infirmary, ensuring everything was good to go in case of an emergency. As he was convinced, he grabbed his holo pad, data on Rabuabin anatomy loaded, Ella wouldn’t be here to help him should Michei get badly injured again.

      Only the stars and the odd long-range transport ship in the distance could be seen out of the forward windows on the bridge, not a sight Xavier had in mind for this leg of the voyage. “Give me an aft view,” he said as he walked back toward the central hologram. Benally keyed in a command and the hologram shifted to a real-time view of Earth shrinking in size from the aft cameras of the ship. “Perfect, okay everyone listen up.” Xavier pointed toward the hologram of Earth as the whole bridge crew gave him their undivided attention. “Take one goddamn good look at this, never forget that this is the reason we do this, why we’re out here. Without Earth, we are nothing, we may have cities throughout the solar system, but without the support of Earth they will all crumble, if Earth never existed neither would they. If we encounter Hashmedai out there, let’s all make sure they never take this beautiful world away from us.”

      “Amen, Captain,” said Chavez.

      “How soon can we enter sub light speeds?”

      “Ten seconds, sir.”

      “Very well,” said Xavier. “Mr. Chavez, activate sub light engines when ready.”

      Chavez keyed in the final sequence of commands, and the Winston Churchill blasted forward away from Earth in a blink of an eye.
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      Aervounis, Luminous system

      The planet Aervounis had a long list of historical monuments making it one of the most heavily populated and visited planets in this corner of the galaxy. It was the home world of the Aryile race, the birthplace and capital of the Radiance Union and as legend has it, the first planet the three Radiance gods visited, thus creating their influential religious beliefs.

      Aervounis orbited a large and extremely bright star, its white light bathing the surfaces of its orbiting planets with intense heat. Despite being the fourth planet in the system, Aervounis received enough heat and light from the orbiting star to render the planet almost devoid of snow and ice with the exceptions of its north and southern poles, and even then, they only saw below zero temperatures during the winter.

      Aervounis’ equators where known to reach temperatures as high as seventy degrees Celsius. It was common to see water on the ground slowly come to a simmer and raise up into the air as mist as the morning sun rose. Many believe this was where the Aryile people first learned how to cook vegetables before discovering how to make fire on their own, by dipping them into the warm waters.

      The earlier years of Aervounis saw it as a lush tropical world rich in life, sunlight and a great ocean that split its two primary north and far eastern continents. Large canopy leaves from the never-ending jungles provided shade for the many ground dwelling life forms. Early Aryile built tiny houses high up in the tree tops to avoid being preyed upon by dinosaur like predators. The tree top homes also provided a means for the Aryile people to easily gather fruits and store them away from ground based critters that were known to stalk and steal Aryile food stores when they slept.

      As the centuries went on, entire villages were made in the tree tops, wooden hanging platforms held central markets, while small rope bridges connected surrounding homes. The first school came years later, teaching Aryile children how to read and write, how to avoid being eaten by wild animals, how to pick fruits and vegetables. The Aryile mastered their environment, and with that came a population explosion, their natural predators were no long able to keep their numbers in check, and eventually began to die off from starvation, paving the way for Aryile to visit the ground, expand and build more tree cities and discover how to farm.

      All the while their sun slowly became larger as it continued its transition from a main sequence star to a red giant. The surface of their world became brighter and hotter. Between farming, increasing heat, and less rain, Aervounis’s giant jungles started to dry up, forest fires became commonplace reducing large regions of the planet into sandy deserts. The Aryile refused to give up and began to build their first ground based city in the deserts. Few creatures could survive due to the lack of water, meaning fewer predators to feast upon the growing Aryile population. Ground based cities were all built on raised platforms, on the off chance that the odd staving wild animal would pass by and feast on a sleeping child.

      Technology came in the centuries later, factories, mass production, power generation stations, entire metropolis covered the globe and its shrinking green lands, thus triggering the great crisis. A global dust bowl, rendering farming impossible in most areas of the planet. The Aryile race being a herbivore species needed agriculture to survive, finding water was challenging enough for those living far away from the great oceans. Mass extinctions didn’t help. Insects that normally populated certain flora vanished, resulting in those plants dying off. The great pelicans that soared through the skies began to die due to lack of trees for them to build their nests, resulting in the rodent population growing, feasting on the crops that the few remaining Aryile farms produced.

      The three gods Stoarior, Tym and Livie appeared to the Aryile people years later, and offered them a way out. They taught them how to reach the stars, how to heal their dying world and the life on it amongst many other things. The Aryile people took their gifts and returned the favor, by dedicating their lives to worshiping the gods and carrying out their will across the cosmos, sharing their gifts with other species they would encounter. And thus, the Radiance Union was born when early Aryile exploration ships made first contact with the Javnis race.

      Today Aervounis from space appears as a planet covered by a network of lights from its floating cities. Hulking disk-shaped platforms hovered high in the skies, effortlessly carrying the weight of glistening skyscrapers, industrial complexes and a population of millions. Much like with the early days of the Aryile people, the surface of their world has remained almost untouched with the exception of a few research platforms, monitoring the progress and recovery of that planets eco system. And a few ruined cities in the polar region still exist, early Hashmedai colonies, during a time when the two races were allies.

      The city of Veromacon was the capital of Aervounis and therefore the capital of the Radiance Union. It was the largest of all the floating cities, consisting of not one, but five base disks, a large central one, with the four others hovering around it. Each disk was connected via sixteen transparent tubes in which trains were periodically seen zipping across at rapid speeds. On top of each disk was a maze of buildings and forests. Waterfalls from the four orbiting floating planets poured a never-ending stream into the great ocean below. The central platform held the Radiance council tower, the tallest structure in the city reaching upwards into the bright skies. Various elegantly designed buildings surrounded it, blocking out the fact that the council tower had a small river forming a circle around it. Transparent bridges provided access to government workers heading to or from their high paying jobs. Visitors from other Radiance worlds recorded video with their holo cameras of the council towers as their trains moved past.

      Transport ships flying away or toward the city came and went. During the night, the lights from those transports added to the astonishing set of lights and holograms visible to anyone approaching the city from space.
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* * *

      Gonvilei’s residence, Veromacon, Aervounis Luminous system

      Ary Weiezei and his partner Ary Delvea exited a sleek designed transport on the outskirts to a six-story mansion, belonging to Ary Gonvilei the Aryile council representative. The white light from daytime sunlight beamed hard, slightly baking their skin as they walked through a maze of tall bushes that surrounded the mansion. A small foot bridge hanging above a moat guided them into the front yard where they saw several people from Gonvilei’s family enjoying life as an upper class.

      Three groups of children ran around playing and tossing a ball back and forth at each other, yelling and laughing loud in the process. Several gardeners were hard at work maintaining the trees and other plants in the yard. Weiezei caught a few of them sneaking glances at Gonvilei’s eldest granddaughter as she leaned on the balcony of her fourth story room watching the wonderful sunny scene below.

      They found Gonvilei sitting on soft chair, finishing a bowl of fruit brought out to him for his first meal. Gonvilei was quite old, probably too old to be running a galactic super power such as the union. His haggard hands struggled just to hold his bowl of fruit still as he ate. Gonvilei’s wrinkled face looked up at them and gave them a confused glare.

      Oh gods, not this again, Weiezei thought then asked. “Are you ready to depart sir?”

      “What?” Gonvilei shouted back. “Make art you say young man?”

      “No sir, there’s a meeting remember?”

      “What meeting?”

      “With the council, you’re a member of it.”

      “Yes, yes I know that!”

      Delvea did nothing but struggle to hold back the laugher. Probably the best course for her, as this was her first day on the job. Give it another three weeks and she’ll hate this part of the job just like Weiezei did. The elections to replace Gonvilei as the Aryile representative couldn’t come soon enough.

      “We’re here to escort you,” Weiezei said to him.

      “What? Speak up boy!”

      “I said we’re here to escort you to the council meeting!”

      “I can find my own way there.”

      “If you could just…”

      Gonvilei got up from his chair with his cane in hand and slowly moved toward Weiezei, forgetting he had a bowl of fruit in the process, it fell to the green grass below summoning a swarm of scale covered rodents from the trees to descend and feast upon it.

      “Young man,” Gonvilei said waving his cane in Weiezei’s face. “When I was your age I was assisting in deciding the fate of the union!”

      “Yes, we all appreciate how long you’ve held your seat on the council.”

      “No, you don’t! One hundred years I’ve held onto that seat, and now you don’t trust that an old man like me can make it there after doing it for so long by myself.”

      “Sir, you ordered us to escort you anywhere you if you have to leave your estate.”

      Weiezei looked back at Delvea. She still had that smirk on her face. Glad you’re enjoying this.

      “What? Why would I do such a thing?”

      “So you don’t fall and hurt yourself, amongst other things.”

      “I don’t remember any of that.”

      “You don’t remember us taking you to visit your great grandson yesterday?”

      “I did that?” Gonvilei smacked Weiezei’s shoulder with his cane. “Oh yes, I remember now!”
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* * *

      Private yacht outside of Veromacon, Aervounis, Luminous system

      A silver oval shaped yacht hovered one kilometer above the surface of the great ocean next to Veromacon. Trees, grass and a tiny creek dominated the top deck, it gave the misapprehension that it was a small island rather than a pleasure vehicle. A deck below that contained a master bedroom and lounge in which the hungover bodies of several men and women of Aryile and Javnis races rested, with no memories of the fornication and less than professional behavior that went on several hours previously. Many of them would spend the next day praying for forgiveness from the gods, only to repeat this act three of four days from now.

      Not Mil Armuzei however, he was the Javnis rep on the Radiance council. The gods would never dare punish him, the council needed him, the Union needed him, and therefore the galaxy needed him. He had no shame in throwing the sinful party last night or the fact that he bedded a teenage Aryile girl while his wife Keilea stood and watched with fascination.

      Armuzei looked at himself in the mirror and started the hardest part of his daily routine. Trying to figure out how to proudly display his wealth to the public eye. Wear the expensive suit from Otalic Prime? Manipulate the color of his leathery reptilian skin to one that was uncommon? Gold chains and bracelets... He easily spent hours each day unable to choose, hours he couldn’t afford to waste as a day on this world was nineteen hours.

      Unlike most Javnis he only had two eyes, the other two were plucked out by Hashmedai as a means of torture and insult during his days as a ranger on the frontlines. A bandana like eye patch wrapped itself around the two eyes that were no longer useful. It was both a blessing and a curse. The removal of the eyes rendered his vision slightly reduced. But at the same time, his appearance was now closer in line with all the other races that all had two eyes naturally. Combine that with his physique, other battle scars and confidence, he found himself attracting non Javnis women.

      His wife Keilea entered behind him, her nostrils moved in close toward his shoulders, taking in the aroma of his scent and pheromones as her four eyes shut to enjoy the twenty-second sensation.

      “Leaving already?” she asked.

      “I have been summoned to a meeting with the council,” Armuzei said. “Natural or...” he pointed to the two skin tone manipulator canisters on the counter in front of him, “platinum?”

      “You’ve always gone with natural for important meetings.”

      “Yes but, there might be a dinner gathering afterwards at the university.”

      “They still want more funding?”

      “Of course, and if they continue to bribe us with fancy meals, I shall continue to vote in their favor.”

      “Once they get their funding, they probably won’t treat you.”

      “That’s why I’ve convinced two others to vote no always. Plus, that old fool will vote no, his memory is selective, he’ll never forget that they rejected his granddaughter’s application.” She smiled and moved her hands lower, stroking the sides of his hips. He smiled as well, not at her, but at his appearance reflected in the mirror. One of them was highly attractive but she wasn’t one of them as far as he was concerned. “I got this all figured out.”

      “Let me know when you’re invited to feast on high quality foods from the home world.”
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* * *

      Downtown Veromacon, Aervounis, Luminous system

      Za Iey’liwea stood on her penthouse balcony, staring at the reflection of the sun as it shone its light down toward the great ocean. She wore a visor that transmitted a holographic projection of Gab Xeniei, one of her advisors, along with the current status of numerous investments she made within the union and now the UNE. Though, she had doubts she’d be getting reports from the human markets in the next coming weeks.

      “How about the surplus in xenethereal crystals?” Xeniei’s projection asked. “I was thinking of selling them to the humans.”

      “The UNE economy is risky right now in the aftermath of the events two months ago, that and I think Herv industries plans to construct new colonization ships.”

      “I don’t know, the humans are eager to expand their influence since the uplift, there is great profit in selling to them.”

      “Listen...” Iey’liwea paused to turn her head away from the view of the ocean, and back into her suite. Her son and daughter ran about playing, jumping on the expensive furniture she’d just bought, rather than ensuring their data crystals stores were free for the long day of school coming up. “Trading anything with the humans might not be a wise idea right now, at least wait until the morning.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Tomorrow morning, if I’m right, selling the crystals to Herv will the best course,” she said, returning inside. It took five seconds for her eyesight to adjust from the bright sunlight outside, thus allowing her to see the full extent of the chaos her children had created. “Once they start building those ships, they’ll be looking for investors to help them out. And that’s where I come in.”

      Text in the Radiance language appeared in front of her via her visor. A priority text message from the council was awaiting her. About time.

      “I got to go,” she said to him. “I’ll call you back.”

      Xeniei’s hologram vanished as she began the irritating process of getting her two kids ready for class, read the newly received text message, while monitoring her investments, still being projected to her.
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* * *

      Radiance Council Tower, Veromacon, Aervounis, Luminous system

      “You really need to go now though,” said Ure Byikanea after she removed her lips from, Ure Rusei, a lowly third-class ranger.

      The two of them stood inside an elevator, one that hadn’t moved from its location for the last fifteen minutes as Byikanea held into the ‘hold’ button every time it was summoned.

      “When does your husband return?” he asked after putting his uniform back on.

      On that note, it might be a good idea to get dressed as well, she thought. The council meeting was in a few more minutes. “Two more weeks,” she said finally.

      “Hmm, think I could come over tonight?”

      “How about you get back to guarding the front door, before your superiors start to wonder what happened to you?”

      They were fully dressed once again while her hands quickly restyled her hair to make it more professional, and less like it had been pulled by the hands of a strong young man in a bout of rough sex. The doors finally swung open, the white porcelain hallways appeared while Rusei stormed out, almost trampling over Gab Marchei in the process. Marchei was only three feet tall of course.

      “Who’s been holding this up?” Marchei asked as the doors shut.

      “I wish I knew,” she said, hoping he wouldn't take notice of the smell of sex within the small elevator.

      “Another late night?”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Because you’re flushed and breathing deeply,” he said. “My guess is you woke up late and started running.” She began to flush more upon hearing that. “Don’t be ashamed if that’s the case, for I did just that myself.”

      “You're late?”

      “My extended family from the home world is here to visit. We Vorcambreum aren’t used to the shorter days here.”

      “Drinking?”

      “And sampling the finest slugs I had in my life. Gods I miss home.”

      And therefore, too hung over to suspect anything, good!

      There was silence as the elevator continued to make its climb up toward the top of the tower.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Radiance Council delegation chambers, Aervounis, Luminous, system

      The Radiance Council delegation chambers were located up top of the top floor of the Council tower. It was an oval shaped room with tiny windows toward the ceiling, letting in small white rays of brilliant sunlight. A rectangular shaped desk was at the far back of the room with five wide leather chairs, and five small computer terminals on the desk in front of the chairs. Behind each chair was a psionic, one for each of the five races, all of them female dressed in dark blue robes with a light see through veil covering their naked upper bodies. The veil was light enough so that their cybernetics would work, but just concealing enough to hide their sexually.

      One by one, each council member exited the elevator opposite to their desk. The first was Ure Byikanea, the Linl representative. Her dark auburn hair was tied back, resting on the shoulders of her light blue and white robe. Mil Armuzei entered afterwards the Javnis representative. His tall body dark green lizard like skin made him the most intimidating person on the council. Za Iey’liwea was the Rabuabin representative, she was the second oldest of them all, yet looked like the youngest as her long black hair showed no signs of graying. Rabuabin long life and slow aging was at work. She continued to wear the visor which projected up to date information on the financial sector she invested heavily in. Gab Marchei was the Vorcambreum representative, he wore a miniature version of the blue and white robes all the council members wore. Finally, after much delay, Ary Gonvilei crept over with his back hunched, and his shaking hand gripped onto his walking stick. Two Aryile aids stood next to him, guiding his heavily wrinkled, grey-haired Aryile body to his chair.

      With all five members in their seats, next to their corresponding psionics the delegation was officially in session. The elevator doors were locked, preventing any unexpected interruptions as four rangers wearing combat armor stood around the door, all of them armed with magnetic rifles.

      “Shall we begin?” Marchei asked.

      Everyone nodded as Byikanea directed her attention toward Ure Kuei, a topless male Linl psionic with a firm body and a thin goatee as he stood with his hands behind his back. “Connect to the viceroy on Earth,” Byikanea said.

      Kuei shut his eyes allowing his psionic brain to reach out toward Earth, some nineteen light years away to telepathically speak with Ure Crimei. “I have him,” he said moments later.

      “Greetings I hope the humans have been treating you fairly given the rather unfortunate turn of events,” said Armuzei.

      “He says ‘it could be worse’.” Kuei said after a short delay.

      “What is the current situation on Earth?” Byikanea asked.

      Kuei dictated Crimei’s thoughts to the council. “The humans have recently lost eight targets over the last few weeks. They suspect it’s the Hashmedai, though they haven’t been keeping him consistently updated.”

      “Hmm, the Hashmedai,” Gonvilei said.

      “With our forces gone they could easily move in now to take Earth,” said Iey’liwea.

      “It’s only been two months, how could they know so quickly?” said Marchei “Let alone send in forces. It takes eight years for a command ship to travel through the space bridge.”

      “Perhaps they already had a fleet waiting in deep space,” Iey’liwea said. “Or have been sending smaller ships, they can traverse through the space bridge network faster using those.”

      “The Hashmedai do not employ such tactics on us,” said Marchei “Why would they waste it on humans?”

      “Humans are an easier target, we are not.”

      “Viceroy, any updates on Fiesei?” asked Armuzei.

      “He’s dead. His body was found inside a human ship that was hijacked by the Celestial Order according to him,” Kuei reported.

      All five council members sighed dismally, some slamming their hands on the desk, other’s like Byikanea placed both the palms of her hands toward her face. “I hope he was trying to be a hero and take it back,” she said after two minutes of silence.

      “The Viceroy says that, according to Michei and the account of two human soldiers, Fiesei was working with the Celestial Order.”

      “Gods damn it!” Marchei shouted, smashing his tiny fists against the desk. “That’s another agent indoctrinated by the heretics!”

      “How many does that make?” Gonvilei asked. “Three hundred?”

      “Three hundred seventy-nine confirmed agents, and that’s not counting the ones that have been assisting the exiled,” said Iey’liwea. “We can’t even trust our own intelligence division anymore.”

      “I propose we disband The Whisper, it’s doing more harm than good to the Union,” Marchei said.

      “Noted,” Byikanea said then addressed Kuei. “Now how about the humans themselves? Will they be joining us?”

      “Still no word,” he said after ten seconds.

      “That’s a pity.”

      “It would seem that assassin’s words have indeed swayed the opinion of the good president,” Armuzei said.

      “Indeed, I thought she was going to defy him considering she refused to fake her death like he requested,” Iey’liwea said.

      “We have a decision to make.” Gonvilei’s voice sounded tired. “Please stand by viceroy.”

      “If the humans truly wanted to join by now we should have heard something,” said Armuzei. “The president herself had announced to her people her plans to make it happen.”

      “Then came violence and riots in their streets I think,” Gonvilei said. “As I said in the past, humans cannot be trusted, and now they want to take back their choice.”

      “Then we have the empire. If they are indeed planning another attack on Earth, the humans will lose, even with their new ships,” Byikanea said, then grimaced at the thought of the aftermath of such a scenario.

      “We are no longer obligated to help them, we already did so,” Gonvilei said.

      Byikanea winced. “Debatable.”

      “Debate all you want, there is no mention that the gods insist we help another species that doesn’t wish to be helped,” Gonvilei said. “We helped them, we offered them a place in the union, let’s not force it any more than we already have unless you want to create another enemy.”

      “Let us form a consensus then,” Iey’liwea said, shutting off her visor. “The proposal is the following. Shall the union abandon Earth?”

      “The humans are free to apply to the union anytime, but as it stands, until we get a definite yes or no,” Armuzei said. “The Radiance Union will withdraw support for the human race.”

      Numbing silence filled the chamber as the five thought among themselves. Some of them whispered to their corresponding psionic behind them, requesting that they link their minds with politicians on other worlds to hear their opinions on the matter. Fifteen minutes later, voting began and the council revealed their decision based on their opinion and what their politicians informed them.

      “We choose to leave,” said Gonvilei which was no surprise to many, he was on the council almost one hundred years ago when the human race was first discovered. He voted no then and he voted no now.

      “We do as well,” Armuzei said, casting the Javnis decision.

      “The Linl disagree. We choose to stay,” Byikanea said.

      “The Vorcambreum wish to do the same and stay,” Marchei said.

      “We motion to…” Iey’liwea said, then paused, knowing full well that the Rabuabin vote was going to be the tie breaker, “… leave.”

      Disappointed looks grew on Byikanea and Marchei faces as the other three smiled at the final choice.

      “It is decided,” Armuzei said. “The Radiance Union will abandon Earth until further notice. Inform all psionics serving aboard Earth vessels to bid their farewell and return to Radiance space for reassignment.”

      “With what ships?” Marchei asked. “The humans won’t give up what few ships they have to send our people off.”

      “The same ones that we will use to deport the humans living in Lejorania and Dark Lejorania,” said Iey’liwea.

      “Is that necessary?” Byikanea asked.

      “Yes, we are pulling our support which means we can no longer support humans living on our worlds, they must be deported at once.”

      “You realize this will take eight years?” Byikanea said. “What will our people on Earth currently do during that time? And what about our people onboard the deep space human ships? Some of them won’t awaken from cryo for several more years.”

      “Stay low and away from all human influence until our ships arrive to bring them home,” Iey’liwea said. “As for those still in cryo, well that’s another subject we probably should deal with when the time comes. In the meantime, the viceroy will have to coordinate the withdrawal efforts in the Sol system for now. With that said, connect with his mind once again, and inform him of what has transpired.”

      Kuei said after a minute of telepathic communication. “The viceroy understands, and will pass on the message.”

      “Now what of the Hashmedai?” asked Marchei “Should they attack now our people will be at risk.”

      “That will be the goal of the viceroy at this point, protecting our people, preventing further loss of Radiance life,” Armuzei said, then the tone of his voice changed. “This was the right choice. We have sacrificed a lot of souls in the name of helping humans, for small returns.”

      “Anything else on this matter before we move on?” Gonvilei said then coughed three times.

      “Yes,” Iey’liwea said. “The human woman that lives on Rasi doing lab work for the union, she will have to be deported as well. No exceptions.”

      “I’ll inform the foreman of the lab,” Kuei said.
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* * *

      Earth Cube, Geneva, Earth, Sol System

      “Get me the president,” Viceroy Crimei bellowed into his holo phone. “Then wake her! This is important!”
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      Abyssal Pelican, Rasi orbit, Barnard’s Star system

      The Abyssal Pelican was an enormous Radiance dreadnaught five to six times larger than typical Radiance cruisers. The ship featured six plasma cannons on its front, hundreds of plasma missile launchers along the port and starboard sides and two aft plasma cannons. It was capable of holding and deploying up to six thousand rangers, made possible by the wide hanger bay loaded with transport ships, lined up one by in an orderly fashion. Given the amount of credits the ship cost to build on top of the xenethereal crystals needed to power its reactors and helium-3 fuel needed to keep it moving. It was the only ship of its kind in service and thus became the personal transport ship of the Radiance Patriarch, the religious elder of the union.

      In recent times, there’d been a lot of debate as to who truly controls the Radiance Union. Officially it was the five species council, however the Patriarch has the power to veto any law they make, any decision they come to should he deem it something that goes against the will of the three gods. Additionally, should the Patriarch feel that the union isn’t doing enough to please the gods, they have the power to force the council into making the changes needed.

      Of course, Patriarch’s had several other duties outside of religion and politics. Newly founded colonies were typically blessed by the Patriarch, in order to ensure a good and promising future for the world.

      Inside one of the thousands of quarters aboard the Abyssal Pelican was one Ary Jainuzei, Radiance Union Weapons Master. He was a tall Aryile man, standing over six feet in height. He had fair skin which was a rarity for the Aryile people. The scales on his neck, back and arms were a bright light green and were made much more visible with his large biceps, firm and built chest, abs, and muscular legs.

      His brown hair was cut short and slicked back as it was the only form of hair on his body as he swung a Hashmedai plasma sword around, practicing swordplay in the nude – It was his way. The plasma sword was one of many battle trophies he’d acquired over the years as he participated in the endless war against the Hashmedai Empire.

      He spun the sword around and around like a performer entertaining the masses before entering an aggressive stance and launching forward striking imaginary targets with deadly efficiency. Sweat dripped down and glazed his ripped naked body as the bright lights in his quarters reflected in it. He held the blade high above his head taking on a defensive stance when the door chime sounded.

      Lowering the blade to his side, Jainuzei walked over to the entrance, commanding the sliding doors to partly swing open, causing the Javnis crewman behind to grimace and step backwards as he saw his nakedness.

      “Sorry we’ve been trying to reach you—”

      “I’m practicing, I cannot be interrupted.”

      “Plans got pushed up, we are heading to the surface now,” the crewman said, keeping his four eyes toward the ceiling. After a deep breath, he added. “And for god’s sake get some clothes on!”

      “I shall be ready soon,” Jainuzei said, shutting the door in the crewman’s face.

      Minutes later Jainuzei exited his quarters dressed in advanced Radiance combat armor. Strapped to his back was his magnetic rifle, a Hashmedai plasma polearm and greatsword. Holstered at his sides were a magnetic pistol, plasma sword and two plasma daggers. He proceeded toward the transport hanger bay, nodding toward one of the many psionics in the corridors who provided gravity for all key areas of the ship.

      His armor shone brightly in the lights as he entered the hanger bay and walked down its main pathway. Transport ships were lined up to his left and right, but none of them was the one he was interested in, no, the one that he was ordered to board was at the very far end. The personal transport for Patriarch Ure Dalhakei. It was twice as large as standard Radiance transports, equipped with additional plasma missile launchers, engines, and fuel tanks large enough for interstellar travel if needed and a small galley toward the aft end housing the Patriarch’s personal chef, should anyone aboard get hungry.

      Jainuzei approached the black and gold colored craft and its doors slid open, Dalhakei stood outside of them and grinned as Jainuzei climbed aboard. Dalhakei’s wrinkled hand patted Jainuzei’s cold and solid armored shoulder as he gestured toward the pilot and psionic co-pilot to begin take off procedures.

      Jainuzei often wondered what Dalhakei would look like in zero-g with his long grey sage like beard and hair floating around. But as with most areas of the Abyssal Pelican, this transport had a psionic whose duty was to provide gravity for the aged Linl Patriarch. The transport departed the dreadnaught, and traveled to the surface of Rasi, Courelia City within the primary habitat arcology.

      A sea of hundreds of people from all five Radiance races gathered around a transport landing pad, waiting in anticipation for the Patriarch’s transport to touch down. Cheering and howling drowned out the sounds of everything else in the area, including the transport as its doors opened, revealing the sight of Dalhakei, Jainuzei, and two armored rangers stepping onto the platform.

      The cries of happiness intensified as Dalhakei slowly raised his hand out from his white robes to wave to everyone before retreating backwards to grab hold of his staff handed to him from behind by one of the pilots. The staff was indeed a sight to see, one that always calmed Jainuzei’s mind when Dalhakei held onto it. It was a long white metallic shaft with gold colored petals streaming off the sides, at the top was a glass like dome that emitted a brilliant beam of light, enough to be used as a flashlight had he ever found himself in a dark room. Though that wasn’t the real purpose of the light, according to Dalhakei it was a means of showing the people his job, casting away the darkness, something the Hashmedai Empire enjoyed.

      Songs of praise were sung by a few as Dalhakei and his entourage walked through the crowd, entering the main city square. As they traveled throughout the city, Dalhakei offered his blessing to children, their parents, and workers who took an extended break from their jobs to catch a rare glimpse of the Patriarch. A young Rabuabin couple presented their new born child, wrapped up in a blanket to Dalhakei. Jainuzei watched as Dalhakei gleamed down, and patted the sides of the child’s head, where its horns were expected to grow in as it got older.

      An hour had passed and Jainuzei was led into a pristine temple by Dalhakei and his two rangers. Inside was a large black and gold carpet that led them toward a podium in the center. Toward the main entrance were glass racks and bookshelves carrying ancient Aryile statues and books pertaining to the gods and their wisdom and past Patriarchs before him. Small candles burned and hung on the walls, providing most of the light for the interior of the temple. The rest of the light came from circular windows from the third floor as they let in the bright artificial sunlight from the outside world.

      Jainuzei nodded toward the two rangers, and they started an intense search of the temple and its upper floors. When the task was completed he ordered a second sweep, to ensure this was an indeed safe and secure place to rest, for the Patriarch had a busy plan laid out.
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* * *

      Courelia lower levels, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      Alisha took a sip of her tea while her other free hand held her data pad, displaying recent news stories about Earth. Each headline had one of two icons displayed next to it, one indicating that the news was sourced from psionic telepathy and another indicating the news was sourced from the knowledge network. Anything that came from the knowledge network about Earth was six years out of date, the time it takes for the Radiance knowledge network in Sol to transmit data to Barnard’s Star. Psionic stories were of course more recent, though news stories from psionic sources have increasingly become rare on Earth, now more than ever since the destruction of the Radiance fleet protecting Earth along with much of Sol’s Radiance knowledge network. Nevertheless, updates that were transmitted before the fall of Radiance in Sol would continue to travel throughout the galaxy, reaching their destination years after they were transmitted. Space was a remarkable and mind-boggling time machine.

      Alisha’s door chime rang, triggering her body to place what she was holding on the circular glass table next to her and head to the door. At last, she thought as she swung it open, revealing the presence of a Rabuabin man, oh, and a Vorcambreum woman whom she didn’t see at first until she gazed down.

      “Ah welcome, come on in,” Alisha said.

      “I like this place already,” the Rabuabin said as they entered, tilting their heads from left to right.

      “Of course you do, it’s not temporary housing!” the Vorcambreum woman said.

      “So, it’s the two of you that are interested?” Alisha asked.

      “Yes,” the Vorcambreum said, pointing toward the Rabuabin. “Vynei is my bodyguard. Where I go he must follow.”

      “I see. What do you do if you don’t mind me asking?” Alisha enquired.

      “Ah how forgetful of me. I am Eicelea, an archaeologist. You may have come across my articles on the knowledge network about the ruins found throughout the Morutrin system. I came here from Morutrin to study the ruins in this system.”

      Alisha smiled and nodded, in reality she wasn’t interested in archaeology, despite the fact it’s what most people in the labs chatted about, some kind of ancient alien ruins in the system. Wait, bodyguard she said he was? “Forgive me for asking, but why does an archaeologist need a bodyguard?”

      “I presume you are not from this side of the galaxy,” Eicelea said. “Well, Morutrin is a dangerous system, full of pirates, salvagers and many other despicable people. One must have adequate protection in dig sites.”

      “I’m sure you’ll find this system to be much calmer,” said Alisha.

      “I hope not, I’ll be out of a job—”

      “Quiet!” Eicelea shouted toward Vynei. “Now I am fully aware that your ad states you were looking for one person, but I am willing to pay extra so that my bodyguard can watch over me while I sleep. And as an added bonus I can take care of our food needs.”

      Alisha used a lot of muscles in her face to hold back a chuckle. She found it rather cute that a woman like Eicelea who was no taller than a little girl was able to be such a take charge person.

      “Well lucky for you, no one has replied to my ad except the two of you, and my funds are running low.”

      “Ah! So, we have a deal then?” Eicelea said with excitement in her voice.

      Alisha smirked. She couldn’t hold it back any longer. “Get your things.”

      “And food!” Eicelea said.

      “I wouldn’t her eat cooking,” Vynei said as he and Eicelea stepped toward the door.

      “I don’t cook per se,” Eicelea said.

      “Exactly,” he said as the doors slid shut behind them.

      Alisha later sat down on her couch, stretching out with a relaxed smile on her face before doing some quick calculations in her head in regard to her income. Her hands slapped together and she bellowed a woo-ho when she realized how many credits she’d have to herself for once when they started paying their share of rent.
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* * *

      Abyssal Explorer, Rasi orbit, Barnard’s Star system

      “Excellent work as always everyone,” Captain Ueyei said as the Abyssal Explorer entered a stable orbit around the darkened icy world. “We’ll be here for a time while we off and on load cargo and exploration personnel. Take the time to enjoy some shore leave, you’ve earned it.”

      Smiles and chatter came from all bridge crew members as they heard the news. Some wasted no time heading toward the rear elevators to get a head start on some highly anticipated ‘me time.’

      “Thank you, sir,” Vaishea said.

      “Not too long off sadly,” Ueyei said. “A few days at the most, I’ll keep in touch.”

      “Tell me about it,” said Stolanei. “Between the Hashmedai invasion of Earth, dropping off human refugees then coming all the way out here.”

      “Well since we’re all getting off here,” said Dargonea. “There’s a temple I recommend you visit for prayers. According to the knowledge network, the Patriarch himself will be there for a few days.”

      Vaishea saw Karklosea’s facial expression display signs of debating, Vaishea too as much as she wanted to relax knew that meeting the Patriarch was a once in a life time chance. But... since her promotion she’d fallen behind on her favorite pastime, reading classic Linl romance stories and eating snacks.

      “Tempting but the two of us have some much-needed training to do,” Karklosea said in conclusion.

      “True, I had put it off to deal with the heretics I discovered on Earth,” Stolanei said. “Another time perhaps.”

      “I understand,” Dargonea said then addressed Vaishea. “Commander? Perhaps you would like to come down to the surface with me and visit the Patriarch?”

      Vaishea pondered a few seconds longer, then gave her a response. “Sure, I seldom ever visit other worlds, let alone temples on them.”

      Vaishea’s training as a counselor before enlisting provided her with all the knowledge needed to be aware that Dargonea was slightly jealous of Karklosea and Stolanei, most likely because he was chosen to be Karklosea’s apprentice psionic. Hopefully this will cheer her up, Vaishea thought.
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* * *

      Courelia upper levels, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      The knowledge network was the Radiance and Hashmedai equivalent of the internet. Each planet or fleet had its own local network that received updates from other fleets or planets within a planetary system forming a system wide net. From there, that network would receive updates from the rest of the galaxy, the time it takes depended on the distance between the star systems transmitting the data unless psionic minds were at play.

      Radiance and Hashmedai networks were separate from one another, though skilled hackers were known to break security protocols on either side and access limited amounts of data. Earth’s internet evolved in a similar manner in which there was a local internet for Earth a network for Mars, networks for ships and moons around the gas giants. Though information on the internet could only be accessed by someone with an Earth based computer device within the Sol system, the internet did not extend beyond Sol unlike the knowledge network.

      And it was this restriction that caused Eupiar to unleash a barrage of curse words in Spanish as she realized that there would be no means of her sending an email to her family with her laptop, though it would take six years to reach them anyway.

      Both Jazz and Destiny busted out laughing at Eupiar’s misfortune as they stood next to a network junction box mounted onto a wall in a back alley. They wore their most recent purchases from a clothing outfitter, Linl civilian wear. Destiny wore a long red dress that formed into a gradient from the mid-section, gradually changing into an orange color for the top. Light blue jewels hung from her shoulders, they emitted a small glow of light. Jazz couldn’t get over the look on her face when she saw her reflection in a holo mirror, she was quite upset, but dresses like that was all that was available in the women’s section.

      Jazz wore a dark brown top with something that resembled a vest over the top of it along with matching pants with ribbon like material along the sides. It was nothing like the Linl clothing commonly found on Morutrin Prime, though the fashion there was based on traditional Linl designs, while what they were wearing was a hybrid between Linl and Aryile apparel.

      The network junction box next to them had the data leech device slapped onto the underside of it, placed there as per Eupiar’s instructions.

      “Anything?” Jazz asked as his and Destiny’s laughs subsided.

      “It’s coming in slow and steady,” Eupiar transmitted to them. “Give me a few minutes to run my translation program and dig through it all.”

      “Is Vel treating ya okay?”

      “She hasn’t stabbed me yet if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      Destiny held onto a piece of the fabric of the dress she wore. “I officially don’t like this get up,” she said, turning her face away from it in disgust.

      “If you ever find yourself in Morutrin Prime,” Jazz said to Destiny. “I’ll show you a good place to shop. It’s got some nice Linl wear there.”

      Destiny double checked the contents of the pouch attached the sides of her dress, her dual ePistols were hidden in each one. It was the only feature of the outfit she liked. Jazz too as he was unarmed, plasma weaponry had Hashmedai written all over it. He considered asking Destiny to lend him a pistol, but in the end decided against it. They were just doing recon with no plans to directly engage in any combat. If they kept their mouths shut and out of trouble there shouldn’t be any need for bloodshed.
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* * *

      Silver Raven at Courelia spaceport dock, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      Veloshira sat with an impatient posture in her chair, staring at the cockpit’s control interface, wondering when she’d be using them to pilot the Silver Raven back to the empire. She and Jazz’s tasks were partially completed as far as she knew, yet he and his friends insisted on this extra duty, a duty that resulted in her just sitting here waiting... and waiting. They should have gotten their own ship and let me take this back home.

      The half breed girl called Eupiar sat in Jazz’s chair with a multitude of holographic windows in front of her as her fingers dashed across the input board. Eupiar must have been attending to this task for hours now since Jazz and Destiny left having changed into their Radiance civilian clothing. Not once did Eupiar take a break, making Veloshira question how long it would be before she got tired. A question she typically found herself asking when her son Peiun would run around playing in the snow with a seemingly endless supply of energy.

      An emotional sigh left her mouth along with white mist. Her mate Neilus and her son Peiun, what parts of the empire have they managed to visit? And what would they do once they learn that Veloshira’s return to the empire was going to be different to how she told them? According to the Silver Raven’s computers the Cerbillon system would take them a little over thirty years to reach from their current spot. Only the wormhole could get her home faster, and her hopes of finding it were dwindling with every passing hour.

      Veloshira’s hands reached out interacting with the computer terminal. She sifted through its database, entering a section where she saved her personal files and data too. A hologram of her family appeared. A blue and white projection depicting her and Neilus standing next to each other as his hands patted the head of their child Peiun while snowflakes fell to the ground around them. For a brief moment Veloshira felt calm and relaxed. Complete bliss.

      “Family?” Eupiar asked her.

      “You speak our language?”

      “Not well, my mother uh,” Eupiar paused, probably trying to remember what words to use Veloshira figured. “Mother explained some words. Rather speak human words.”

      Eupiar loaded a new holo window, this one showing a picture of her when she was younger along with a Hashmedai woman, man, and smaller boy. Eupiar’s hands threw the projection toward Veloshira, allowing her to take a closer look.

      “My family,” Eupiar said. “Step-father was killed trying to help the liberation front.”

      “My mate, son, and my father are all that remains of our family,” Veloshira said then gazed at her with a perplexed look. “Why do you rather speak in the human language, you are part Hashmedai.”

      “Don’t like the image Hashmedai present to humans and Radiance. It’s a negative one.”

      “You should be proud of our heritage. We had to endure a lot during our time on Paryo and our time in the stars.”

      “Humans like each other and Radiance, Radiance like one another and humans. Hashmedai are hated by everyone and in turn hate those including those that aren’t full blooded like my shirt.”

      “Shirt?”

      Eupiar began to flush. “Uh like I?”

      “‘Myself’ is the word you are looking for.” Veloshira said, correcting her. The Hashmedai word for ‘shirt’ and ‘myself’ did have a similar sound.

      “Right, sorry, like I said, I don’t speak this language well.”

      Eupiar faced her holo screen again interacting with the keyboard of her laptop. A new and very different hologram projected. It was a green colored screen with several rectangular shaped objects on it, some of them had crude pictures on them none of them she recognized.

      Eupiar split the projection in two, sending one window to Veloshira while she kept one facing her. “What is this?” Veloshira asked.

      “A card game some humans play,” Eupiar said. “They call it ‘Crazy Eights’.”

      “Games.” Is this really the time for games?

      “What else do you plan on doing?”

      She had a point, the last few hours were spent staring at the computer terminal, bulkheads groaning about their current situation and otherwise being plain miserable and bored. Eupiar explained the rules of the game and how to play it with their holo screens. It took Veloshira awhile, but after three games she started to get the hang of it, and as much as she didn’t want to admit it, rather enjoyed it. A few laughs were shared between them for the next hour until Eupiar’s laptop started to beep, without delay she shoved the game window aside and faced a window full of lines of computer code.
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* * *

      Courelia upper levels, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      “Hey guys, I got some Radiance comm chatter going on, interesting stuff,” Eupiar’s voice transmitted to Jazz and Destiny’s earpiece communicators as they walked through a crowded park.

      “Such as?” Destiny asked.

      “Some big ass ship parked in orbit not long ago,” Eupiar said. “It dropped off some kind of VIPs who are now at a temple.”

      “What are the chances Hannah will be there?”

      “It’s all I got right now, the rest of my findings are still being downloaded.”

      Jazz shrugged toward Destiny and said. “I dunno.”

      “The order is quite religious, isn’t it? Maybe you’ll catch them saying a prayer or two there given how popular that temple is right now.”

      She had a point, and it was their only lead thus far since arriving. “We’ll look into it,” Jazz said. “Keep us posted.”

      Eupiar guided them toward the temple in question, a small crowd had gathered outside of it as robed Radiance monks held small bell like objects, softly hitting them every minute, chanting words neither of them fully understood. The temple was built in the middle of what appeared to be a residential area, full of taller apartment condos on every street corner.

      Jazz and Destiny stepped closer to the temple to get a peek inside of its wide doors while the line up outside vanished as the people eventually were led inside and seated. A quick stop, gaze and walk away was the plan Jazz and Destiny agreed upon as they got closer. Before either of them had a chance to get close to the door, one of the monks began speaking to them.

      Smile and nod.

      It didn’t work.

      The monk with his welcoming arms clearly insisted that they enter the temple, or perhaps they gave the impression they wanted to enter? Either way the monk was overjoyed to see Jazz and Destiny as he continued to speak. Something about a Patriarch and the word ‘must,’ it was all Jazz was able to understand. He gestured to Destiny to follow him in. No point in blowing their cover having come so far. Perhaps people seen close to a temple were required to enter? Who knew.

      Inside, they saw two to three dozen groups of Radiance people kneeling in an orderly fashion. An old Linl man dressed in white robes with a long grey beard and hair stood in front of a podium. Two rangers armed with magnetic rifles stood on the left and right sides of the door, while another one, a heavily armed Aryile man at that, stood in the far back of the temple, with his hands folded.

      “Err, well this is awkward,” Jazz whispered to Destiny.

      “Well, shit,” she whispered back.

      “Any idea what they do here?”

      “None whatsoever, let’s just play along...”

      They displayed a pair of fake smiles as they walked toward the kneeling group, looking for a spot of their own.
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* * *

      Vaishea’s eyes scanned the great temple up and down as she and Dargonea walked closer toward it and the monks welcoming everyone in. There wasn’t much time to change as Dargonea insisted they leave right away. As such Vaishea still wore her grey jumpsuit and was armed with her magnetic pistol. Dargonea was still dressed in her hooded psionic robe, casting darkness over her four eyes and dark green leathery skin.

      “Ah this must be it,” Dargonea said, pointing toward the temple.

      “Come in, come in, Dalhakei will be starting the sermon soon,” one of the monks said as they neared the large doors.

      Vaishea bowed to the monks, “Thank you,” she said and entered with Dargonea.
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* * *

      A sermon of some sort started as the patrons inside began bowing down in a warship. Great we just walked into Sunday morning church for Radiance. The old Linl man upfront began giving a long speech as Jazz and Destiny watched then mimicked the actions of everyone else that surrounded them.

      The patrons looked up to see the old man, who started speaking again, Jazz and Destiny after a brief delay did the same. The old man stopped speaking, mid-sentence as he and Jazz made eye contact. Jazz tilted his head away from the man, but his gaze continued to center around Jazz.

      “What did you?” Destiny whispered to Jazz.

      “Nothing.”

      “I think you pissed him off.”

      The old man slowly walked away from his podium with his elaborately designed staff brimming with light from the top, and approached Jazz from the side.

      “You,” the old man said as his haggard fingers pushed up on Jazz’s chin, forcing him to look up at him.

      Jazz resisted the urge to get up and break the man’s arms in three places, nobody touched him like that except his mother, and she was dead. But maintaining cover required some sacrifices to be made and pride to be swallowed,

      Hold up, Jazz thought as he came to the realization of something critical. This old ass mother fucker spoke English...

      “I never forget a face, especially from the reports I’ve read,” the old man continued. “Jake Johnson.”

      He knows me, but I don’t know him. “I’m sorry, you are?” Jazz said calmly.

      The old man said a few words in Radiance, seconds later everyone inside with the exception of the guards standing watch and the Aryile man in the back, left the temple in a rush. Might be a good idea to do the same, Jazz thought as he and Destiny got up and went toward the door. They were met with two magnetic rifles aimed at them by the two guards so they stopped immediately as everyone else around them moved past them. The doors slammed shut as the last patrons and monks exited outside.

      “The gods gift those that walk the one true path,” the old man spoke again in English from behind them. “Today, they are gifting the Celestial Order, bringing to us the human that made our plans difficult, the human who wouldn’t stop searching for us after leaving Earth.”

      Eupiar was right about one thing, the Celestial Order was here, just not the ones praying, but rather the ones leading the praying. “Being all dramatic like that is cool and all but...” Jazz said, turning back around to the old man, “y’all motherfuckers slammed the door in our faces, that’s just fucking rude yo.”

      Jazz saw the silent Aryile man step closer to the old man. Jazz’s eyebrow raised as he took notice of all the gear the Aryile had. Hashmedai weapons in addition to his Radiance weaponry, he was a walking weapons locker equipped with armaments from both galactic super powers.

      “Jainuzei,” the old man said to the Aryile. “Kill them.”

      Jainuzei addressed the old man. “Dalhakei—”

      Before he could finish, Jazz was pushed to the ground by Destiny as her hands quickly drew her dual pistols like some Wild West gun slinger. Two high velocity bullets ejected from the chamber of her guns delivering a ferocious head shot through the faces of the two rangers standing guard at the doors. Neither of them wore a helmet, or had shields active, probably assuming neither Jazz nor Destiny was a threat with the outfits they wore. Big mistake guys, Jazz thought as their bodies fell against the door and slowly slid to the floor, leaving behind a streak of blood and bits of brain matter.

      It was Jazz’s turn to act. He dashed and rolled his body toward the downed guards, his hands yanked out a magnetic rifle from one of the dead guard’s hands. He heard weapons fire discharge during his stunt, was it Destiny or Jainuzei? Probably both since new bullet holes appeared on the floor next to him.

      Jazz’s newly acquired weapon aimed at the face of Dalhakei, while Destiny kept Jainuzei busy dodge rolling into cover and exchanging weapons fire. He pulled the trigger, a second too late, Jainuzei quickly stepped in front of Dalhakei, and his shields flicked blue as Jazz’s bullet storm repelled off. With rage in his face, Jainuzei switched targets, his rifle aimed and fired toward a now fleeing Jazz who used a nearby bookshelf as cover.

      Dalhakei hand slammed against the barrel of Jainuzei’s rifle as he shouted something to him in Radiance. Stop firing perhaps? Perhaps the books on the shelves are worth a lot Jazz figured. He was right, Jainuzei put his rifle away, replacing it with a plasma sword that glowed green with its super-heated power. Destiny quickly caught onto their weakness, she too stood behind a glass shelf with statues on it, and waved to Jazz to come over to her.

      Jazz ran over, firing from the hip at Jainuzei during his change of cover, he could hear the sound of Jainuzei’s footsteps continue to thrum on the floor, either his shots were missing or his shields were still holding. There was no time to look back to be sure.

      A staircase at the side took Jazz and Destiny to the upper floors where they made their escape, firing random bullets behind every so often, in hopes that it would connect and in hopes that it would be the final shot that would shatter Jainuzei’s shields. Their arrival at the third floor revealed Jainuzei was still a threat, as his rifle shots ripped apart the wooden floor just below their feet. He was below and seconds away from entering the last staircase they just used.

      A large circular window provided the only means of escape now, both Jazz and Destiny dashed toward it, shooting their weapons at it until it shattered into tiny fragments of glass that slowly fell to the ground due to the planets’ weaker gravitational pull. It was a reminder that whatever tactical moves they’d use outside on the rooftops would have to be adjusted to account for lower gravity, such as the big leap from the temple’s rooftops onto the rooftops of a small adjacent apartment.

      They leapt and briefly glided through the air, landing then rolling onto the apartment’s rooftop, with perfect timing at that—Jainuzei emerged from the temple’s shattered window spraying bullets in their general direction, the diving roll they made kept them from getting shot in the back as they narrowly moved out of the danger zone.

      “Eupiar hun, we got an emergency and can use your handiwork right now!” Destiny shouted as she and Jazz continued to run, dodge and exchange gun fire with Jainuzei.

      “Gimme the details,” Eupiar transmitted.
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* * *

      “My gods what is going on?” Vaishea asked as she saw a heavily armed Aryile chase and shoot at two people on the rooftops above her and Dargonea.

      Dargonea grimaced. “Wait here,” she said then jump ported out of sight.

      “I think not,” Vaishea said with a frown.

      More gun fire echoed through the skies, whoever that Aryile was chasing they were armed and posed a threat to him and the surrounding area. Vaishea started running on the sidewalks alongside the apartment they leapt on top keeping her eye on them as she reached for her magnetic pistol. They jumped toward another apartment. As they became airborne Vaishea took aim with her pistol pointed upward and rapidly discharged.
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* * *

      Dargonea’s jump port placed her back inside the temple. Two dead rangers lay next to the door while Dalhakei struggled to get to his feet with the aid of his staff with a frustrated and vengeful look on his bearded face. Dargonea ran toward him offering her hand, it was deflecting backwards by his hand.

      “Never mind me!” Dalhakei shouted. “Kill the humans fleeing, they oppose the order.”

      “Humans? Here?”

      “No time to explain! Let us not waste this chance the gods gave us to slay those that oppose us!”

      “At once, my lord,” Dargonea said before channeling her psionics to perform a teleport.

      “May the gods’ light shine upon you.”

      Dargonea’s body was enveloped in a bright burst of blue teleportation light.
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* * *

      Silver Raven at Courelia spaceport dock, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      Several new holographic windows hovered in front of Eupiar. Each window displayed security camera footage of the surrounding area Jazz and Destiny were in while her hands continued to type or flick away projections that she didn’t need to look at.

      “I’m killing whatever security cams I can find in the area,” Eupiar said.

      “Need a way out!” Jazz’s voice played on the cockpit’s speakers.

      “I’m working on it!” Eupiar said as she saw them climb up an outdoor staircase, leading toward the top of a taller condo with some kind of small forested park on the top. “For now, just keep going, you guys are doing well with the rooftop jumps.”
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* * *

      Courelia upper levels roof tops, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      Jazz and Destiny continued their run and leap across another nearby rooftop with the same results. Jainuzei keeping up with them from behind running and gunning at every chance he got. The small miniature forest on the top of their current rooftop, however, did provide limited cover as they ran in front of trees and bushes. Jainuzei wasn’t able to get a clear shot, and stopped at one point to scan the area with his targeting display.

      They got closer to the ledge and looked across at another rooftop they planned to jump toward, while Jazz looked downwards. A Linl woman had been taking shots at them from the streets below, and came pretty damn close to hitting him with the last jump they made. There was no sign of her from the quick glance he made, good, they made another leap, bullets from the streets shot upwards as they glided.

      Fucking bitch was hiding. Jazz thought as he looked down. The Linl woman had positioned her body around the corner where they couldn’t see.

      “They got help down below,” Jazz said as he and Destiny landed on the next rooftop.

      “Let’s stay away from that side,” Destiny said, running toward a ledge opposite where the Linl woman from down below was last seen.

      Another leap was coming into sight as the two of them were being reacquired into Jainuzei’s sights. They leapt across right as Jainuzei’s rifle bellowed, one bullet grazed Jazz’s foot seconds before he was about to jump. Instead of leaping across with Destiny he lost his footing and fell toward a balcony below. Had this been Earth, the fall would have taken him out as he easily fell past three stories before impact.

      “Fuck!” Destiny shouted after looking back and seeing Jazz was no longer with her.

      “Keep moving Destiny,” Eupiar transmitted. “I’m tracking a psionic closing in fast.”

      “Great,” she mumbled unenthusiastically.

      Jazz got to his feet, his hands rubbing the side of his head where it hit the side of the balcony railing. “Jazz, I got you, head inside that suite behind you,” Eupiar’s voice said.

      With little regard for who might be inside, Jazz’s rifle exploded, shattering the glass sliding door behind him and ran into the condo suite. This apparently was someone’s bedroom, rather a couple’s bedroom. A Linl couple leapt naked out of their bed, horrified to see Jazz shatter the glass door and enter, interrupting their bout of hot sex.

      “Don’t stop because of me!” he said to the freaking out couple as he ran toward the suite’s main entrance.

      “I’m unlocking the doors now,” Eupiar transmitted.

      Just as promised, the front door leading into the hallway was unlocked, freedom was at hand.
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* * *

      “Jainuzei, leave the human female, the other one fell below.” Dargonea’s voice transmitted to Jainuzei’s communicator.

      Looking across, the human woman in the red dress continued to run as Dargonea took to the skies, hovering her Javnis psionic body high above in preparation for an airstrike. Down below the ledge of the rooftops, he saw broken glass sprinkled across a balcony. This must be where the human male fell.

      “I shall deal with the other,” Jainuzei said.

      His massive body jumped off and landed on the balcony in question. Inside he saw a naked Linl couple scramble to get their clothes on. This human has no honor!
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* * *

      Vaishea from the streets below saw the large Aryile man jump off the rooftops and entered a suite with its glass sliding door shattered. One of the suspects must have entered she concluded and ran toward the building’s main lobby. She entered and saw three sets of elevators and ran toward them as a security camera in the ceiling watched her every move.
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* * *

      Silver Raven at Courelia spaceport dock, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      “Oh no you don’t!” said Eupiar as she watched one of the many hacked security cameras display a recording of the Linl woman attempting to summon an elevator.

      Eupiar quickly pushed away the cam projection while grabbing a hold of another holo screen and interacted with it. She smiled as she looked back at the security cam feed that now depicted video of the Linl woman, frustrated as none of the elevators she summoned came to meet her.

      “Jazz stay away from the elevators for now.”
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* * *

      Courelia upper levels roof tops, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      Jazz grunted as he moved away from the elevators he was about to summon. “Where the fuck do you want me then?”

      “The door at the very end of the hallway in front of you, I’m unlocking it now, get inside.”

      He ran toward the door in question as he looked behind to see Jainuzei enter the hallways behind him. Fuck. Jazz ran as fast as he could, he thought about shooting behind, but what was the point? His shields were still close to being full. All it would take at this point was one bullet from Jainuzei to put him out. One bullet Jainuzei was setting up to take. I really miss those healing powers.

      The door unlocked and opened, no doubt from Eupiar hacking, she probably caught on quickly that Jazz wasn’t going to have time to interact with the door’s open and close functions. Jainuzei hadn’t fired yet, which means he was probably half a second away from pulling the trigger, or perhaps he was hesitating, knowing that the bullet would pass through Jazz and potentially hit the Javnis family inside who watched, puzzled at the fact their front door unlocked and opened for no reason.

      Whatever the case was Jazz wasn’t taking any chances and slid like a baseball player trying to hit home plate as he crossed the threshold into the suite. The doors slid shut and locked instantly, while Jazz had to listen to the screams of terror from yet another Radiance family as the alien from Earth invaded their home.

      “Okay now what?” he transmitted to Eupiar after getting back to his feet.

      “I’m thinking, I’m thinking!”

      “Think faster!”

      “Balcony I guess, see if you can leap to the next building, if you can get there fast enough he won’t know where you went.”

      A Javnis woman exited the kitchen carrying a tray full of glasses filled with water. She stopped and panicked upon seeing Jazz. Looking over his shoulder, Jazz saw what appeared to be a dinner table of some sort set up with food.

      Interrupted church, sex and now dinner, I’m on a fuckin’ roll today! He thought as he swiped a glass of water from the tray, downing its cool refreshing contents into his mouth.
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* * *

      Jainuzei lowered his rifle upon seeing the human man slide into the room, vanishing from visual range as the doors slammed shut. He holstered his weapon, and began to activate the overdrive system in his combat armor, causing his body to move at a faster rate. From there another command was issued, he transferred all power into his forward shields, and ran into the door at maximum speeds.

      The impact destroyed the door, while shattering his shields. Sparks, and fragments of what remained of the door were brushed away from his arms and he continued to run at the human who stood next to the entrance leading toward the suite’s balcony.

      He was petrified, as he should be. He thought he was safe, he thought wrong.

      Jainuzei leapt and tacked the human to the floor then removed his pistol to finish him. But... something was wrong, looking to the sides, he saw the human lost hold of his rifle, he was unarmed Jainuzei had an unfair advantage. Jainuzei rapidly holstered his pistol back, and proceeded to drive his fists into the human’s face instead.

      We shall finish this like true warriors, he thought while they engaged in a fist fight.
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* * *

      “Gods damn it,” Vaishea said, cursing as she made a third attempt to contact the Abyssal Explorer. “This is Commander Vaishea I have a situation.”

      Static was the only reply she got. She was being jammed.
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* * *

      Silver Raven at Courelia spaceport dock, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      Eupiar let loose a small laugh upon watching the Linl struggle with contacting her ship and the hacked elevators. The Linl eventually ran out of the condo’s lobby in a rage. “Talk to me Destiny, are you still alive?” Eupiar asked as she frantically tried to find security cam footage of Destiny.

      “I’ve had better days.” Destiny transmitted.
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* * *

      Courelia upper levels rooftops, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      Destiny recovered with a well-timed dodge, avoiding a barrage of plasma balls launched by the floating hooded Javnis psionic. As she came about, her dual pistols roared upwards toward the psionic while she continued running. She got close to the ledge of the building, this time there were no close rooftops to jump to. There was however, a staircase below that stretched across a small river. Better than nothing, and she ran and leapt off as a ball of plasma shot down and exploded behind her.

      She landed feet first on the railing to the staircase and started to slide down it. She kept one arm extended forward while another backward to balance herself as she slid down, the low gravity was giving her an advantage here. The trip down brought back memories when she was sixteen and an avid skate and snowboarder, doing all sorts of parkour tricks while keeping her body steady.

      The staircase rocked and rumbled, balls of plasma rained down behind her exploding and sending huge chucks of the staircase into the air. Destiny was either too fast for the psionic, or she was deliberately trying to destroy the stairs. Either way, it was annoying her. A quick pivot turn made Destiny pull a full one-eighty turn. She now faced the psionic while continued to slide along the railing of the staircase backwards. Her dual pistils fired once more, every bullet splashing across the psionic’s barrier. Every impact slowly draining the psionics concentration, the plasma barrage came to an end.

      But only for a few seconds, the psionic jump ported away.

      Shit. Destiny had no idea where she vanished to outside of the fact she wasn’t in visual range. She checked below to see if her position on the staircase was above the river. She was, so she leapt off and dived slowly into the warm waters below.

      Destiny almost felt like she was in space as she began to regain control of her body, kicking and swimming through the waters. Above the surface of the water, she could see the psionic floating around, and stopping as her cybernetic implants started to glow, whatever she as up to it wasn’t going to be nice.

      “Destiny, nice move but you aren’t clear yet,” Eupiar transmitted. “There’s a rapid transit tram close by, swim to it if you can, I’m forcing it to stop, you need to get on it!”

      Destiny swam up for air and to get a fix on the tram line in question. She saw it in the distance, the tracks were suspended a meter above the surface of the water. She swam toward the tracks while keeping an eye on the psionic who had not moved since Destiny came up. Yep, she was planning something nasty.

      Destiny stroked faster, pulling her body through the river toward the tram tracks as the tram stopped. She could see people inside the tram gaze out the windows with a confused look as to why their ride suddenly stopped and swung its doors open.

      The water temperature began to drop fast. A thin layer of ice started to take form on the surface. The psionic was freezing the water starting from the top down. Destiny dove lower into the depths of the river, where the temperature was still warm as she kicked and swam closer to the tram tracks.

      Looking up she saw the surface of the river become a thick layer of ice, which started to thicken even more as the temperatures down there started to quickly drop. The water all around her started to crystallize, its coldness started to cause her heart beat to become irregular from the shock. Almost there come on! The water around her resembled slush more than water. The tram line was above, but her body was starting to feel the gripping effect of the ice water around her arms and legs. With the last of her strength, she raised her dual pistols and fired, cutting away at the ice above her head while she pushed her body upwards to the surface.

      Air at last, it felt great, the humid air embraced her skin and began to warm it up. But now wasn’t the time to take a breather. She leapt away from the surface of ice she stood on, climbing into the tram, only to feel her body get pulled outwards by what felt like thousands of invisible hands. The psionic telekinetic mind gripped onto Destiny’s body, yanking her back outside. No god damn it!

      Destiny’s back slammed against the tram’s sliding doors as they shut while the tram resumed its course. Eupiar’s timing was impeccable.

      “Hang on,” Eupiar transmitted. “This just became an express train!”

      Destiny grinned as she slowly sat on the floor, her red dress was soaking wet and partially frozen on the edges. Small chunks of ice clung to the sides of her ginger hair while the passengers on board all looked at her with apprehension.
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* * *

      Vaishea heard a struggle in the distance as she exited the lobby, someone was being attacked. It had to be them, perhaps the Aryile found him. She ran circles around the building, passing the shattered balcony door entrance coming to another balcony on the same floor in which two large men stood engaged in an epic slug fest. The Aryile pushed his opponent against the railing. Vaishea raised her pistol upwards to assist, and aimed at the Aryile’s opponent. Just then the Aryile saw her from below, he grappled and pulled the man away from her aim.

      I’m trying to help you, why would you do that? She pondered then ran close in an attempt to get a better shot.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Jazz could taste nothing but the blood in his mouth as his arms pushed his body away from the floor. Someone from down below distracted Jainuzei just long enough for Jazz to see his rifle lying back inside on the floor. Now or never, he got up and sprinted toward it, a swift ankle grab by Jainuzei from behind sent him crashing back to the floor, in a last act of desperation Jazz’s hand reached out toward the rifle. He felt the metallic material it was made of slap right into his hands as he hit the floor.

      Jazz rolled his body over the best he could and pointed the rifle toward Jainuzei’s face. He got three shots off, one missed, the second hit Jainuzei in the chest, though his armor protected him, the third shot went into the ceiling as Jainuzei leapt on top of Jazz, forcing the barrel of the rifle upwards. A tug of war for control of the weapon began.
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* * *

      Vaishea pulled her body up onto the balcony of the second floor before jumping into its railing to pull herself on top the next balcony above her, then the one above that. One by one, she scaled upwards to the balcony the two men fought on. There was no way she was going to walk away from a fellow Union soldier during a time like this. Whoever that man he was fighting needed to be stopped, and hopefully questioned. There was no doubt in her mind that heretics were at work here.

      At last she pulled her tired body up onto the balcony. She saw the Aryile pull a rifle away from the man and toss it aside while his other hand gripped around the man’s neck. Vaishea aimed her pistol forward in hopes that the man would see and just give up the struggle. The Aryile stood while lifting the man in the air with one hand by his neck. Vaishea was impressed with his strength, as the man was by no means a small person, he too was in great shape judging by the size of his arms. But in the end, the Aryile man was just taller and significantly stronger.

      Vaishea stepped closer, triggering the Aryile to turn to face her. He looked surprised and upset that she was here. He then did the unthinkable, with both hands he threw the man at her, causing them to both go flying toward the balcony rails. They slowly came to their feet as the Aryile charged at them with both of his arms out. The impact that followed sent Vaishea and the man tumbling off the balcony, slamming into the streets below head first.

      There was no movement from either of them afterwards.

      
        
        ***.

      

      

      “Jainuzei I’ve lost track of the female, she boarded a train heading west,” Dargonea transmitted to him.

      Jainuzei looked down at the bodies of the human man, and the Linl commander. Satisfied at the results he transmitted back. “My target is neutralized. Come get me, she shall meet her end at the next station that tram stops at.”
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* * *

      Silver Raven at Courelia spaceport dock, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      Eupiar’s hands were placed over her mouth as she witnessed Jazz’s fall from a nearby camera. “Oh no,” she whispered.

      Veloshira watched from behind, and released a loud hiss after realizing neither Jazz or the Linl woman were moving after the fall.

      “Talk to me, Eupiar,” Destiny transmitted having overheard Eupiar’s shaken voice.

      “Jazz, he’s down.”

      “He was a fool to go out there,” Veloshira said. “I’m going for him.”

      Eupiar said in Hashmedai, “No, according to this, that psionic and commando are moving toward tram stop platforms, probably trying to catch Destiny!”

      “The human female is of little concern to me. My apprentice is however.”

      “If he’s dead it’s wasted time,” Eupiar said. “Destiny can’t fight those two alone.”

      “Eupiar, how long can you keep this tram going?” Destiny’s voice crackled.

      Eupiar returned to her laptop, while Veloshira armed herself with her plasma daggers and rifle, and headed toward the exit. “I’m trying to reroute to the station nearest to us, but that station is a terminus, if they catch on, they will ambush you there.”

      Eupiar turned in her chair toward Veloshira. “Please....”

      “I’ve made my choice. You save your partner,” Veloshira said, activating her cloaking device. “And I’ll save mine.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 6

        

      

    

    
      Courelia upper levels, Radiance Base, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      Two missed trams and one missed connection later, Chloe arrived at her destination a local Radiance military and recruitment base. It was a midsized compound with a reception desk at the front, barracks in the back and a launch pad with a dozen idle transports.

      A Javnis man sat and the reception desk, three of his eyes were focused on his computer terminal while the last one raised upward Chloe as she walked in. She saw a few rangers behind him chatting with another as they stepped out of sight into the galley.

      “Oh, I wasn’t aware there were other humans here,” the Javnis said as Chloe stopped in front of the desk.

      “Long story,” she said. “I’m Major Chloe Vaughan of Earth.”

      “Yes, of the human extrasolar defense force.”

      “Is it possible I can speak with your superiors? I ran into an odd situation I need assistance with.”

      “I guess you didn’t hear the news.”

      “What news?”

      “We just got word from the capital. The council voted three to two in favor of withdrawing support for Earth.”

      She paused and grimaced while she took in the news, part of her was expecting him to say he was ‘just joking...’ But no such words were said, never mind the fact Javnis didn’t have the best sense of humor to start with.

      “Seriously? Why the hell would they do that? We’re allies,” she said.

      “I agree. However, the decision has been made, all humans are to be deported back to Earth.”

      “What about the people living at Alpha Centauri?” she asked. He stared blankly at her not knowing what she was saying. Oh right, they call it another name. “Lejorania, whatever you guys call that system.”

      “Deportation as well,” he said, then stood and walked toward her. “With that said, I’m going to have to ask you to stay. You too will need to be sent back to Earth.”

      “I don’t think so!”

      “Please don’t make a scene, I side with you on this, but we have our orders straight from the council. Lucky for you, the Abyssal Explorer is in the system, that’s the ship you first traveled on from Earth, correct?” She gave him a reluctant nod. “At least you’ll be able to catch up with some old friends.”
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* * *

      Abyssal Explorer, Rasi orbit, Barnard’s Star system

      Both Karklosea and Stolanei’s weightless bodies floated within the meditation chambers located deep within the ship. The two psionics floated side by side with their cybernetics emitting a faint glow and their hands folded together.

      The exercise was intended to help clear one’s mind and promote stronger control of their psionic gifts. On some rare occasions, one could temporarily enter a state of astral projection, resulting in their thoughts leaving their body, leaving the ship, and traveling throughout the cosmos. What neither of them was expecting however, was their minds to be projected toward Oyuri at the same time, more specially toward its eternal solar eclipse.

      A woman dressed in a black dress with long black hair hovered in the skies. Her presence hovered in the skies, directly in the middle of the moon that eclipsed the star. The woman’s arms stretched out and she began chanting words that made no sense, with the exception of the last words that slipped away from her lips. “The celestial ascension awaits us all.”

      The vision ended.

      Karklosea and Stolanei’s bodies jerked forward while their arms briefly flailed as if they awoke from a horrific nightmare. “My gods,” Stolanei said. “That was unexpected.”

      “Did you have a vision?”

      “Yes. A woman.”

      “On Oyuri,” Karklosea said, running her fingers through her blonde floating hair, “her name was—”

      “Bridge to Stolanei,” Ueyei’s voice transmitted over the intercom.

      “What is it?” he said.

      “Our base on the surface claims to have an old friend drop by,” Ueyei said. “They want you to teleport down and meet with them.”

      “Go ahead, I think we’re done for now,” Karklosea said to Stolanei. “I need to be alone with my thoughts while I process what just happened.”

      Stolanei informed the captain he’d be heading down to the planet. As he floated toward the exit Karklosea called out to him. “Hannah. The woman from the vision, her name was Hannah.”

      “Sounds like a human name,” he said. “How do you know?”

      Karklosea tried to put together how that knowledge came into her head. But nothing came to mind, even the contents of the vision were slowly slipping away from her memory with each passing second. “I wish I knew. Gods help us all if this is some kind of omen.”
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* * *

      Courelia upper levels, Radiance Base, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      A psionic teleported into the reception area, out from the bright blue light stepped an old friend of Chloe, one she somewhat felt she owed a lot to.

      “Chloe,” Stolanei said, smiling at her.

      Thanks to Stolanei’s intervention during the invasion, she was able to not only get the heads up of a Hashmedai assassin tracking her. But learn that the Celestial Order implanted a device to record her memories and were targeting her sister Sarah for some crazy experiment.

      “Stolanei,” she said in greeting. “Been a while, what are you guys doing out here?”

      “We traveled here shortly after we dropped you off at Lejorania Sanctum,” he said. “Sorry about the council’s new ruling, I just heard about it myself.”

      Chloe could see that Stolanei was looking at her in a strange manner.

      “Something wrong?” she asked.

      “You look like someone else I know.” He shook his head then continued. “Anyways, what brings you out here?”

      Chloe cocked her head back toward the Javnis at the desk and the odd ranger that walked through the halls in the back. “Can’t talk about it here.”

      Several armored and rifle wielding rangers stormed from the barracks, marching up the stairs to the upper landing pad. Both Chloe and Stolanei gazed at them with apprehension growing across their face. The Javnis receptionist quickly accessed his computer in response.

      “What’s going on?” she asked the Javnis.

      He faced both Chloe and Stolanei and said. “The Patriarch has been attacked!”

      “Vaishea and Dargonea,” Stolanei mumbled to himself then addressed the Javnis. “What do you know?”

      “We’re still getting reports in now,” he said, accessing more information on his computer. “Someone attacked the temple, two rangers are dead. The attackers fled on foot.”

      “Vaishea, come in,” Stolanei said, activating his communication device. “Vaishea come in.”

      There was no reply. Chloe then saw Stolanei shut his eyes while his index finger rested on the side of his head. After a period of silence Chloe asked. “Anything?”

      Stolanei opened his eyes. “Dargonea is blocking me from contacting her telepathically. But I can sense where her thoughts are.” He started walking toward the stairs and waved to Chloe to follow him. “We’re going with those rangers. Members of my crew were at the temple during the attack, and I might be able to track one of them.”

      The Javnis got up from his seat and moved his body to block both Chloe and Stolanei. “She needs to get ready for deportation.”

      “We can deal with that later! If this is the heretics at work, we’re going to need her help,” Stolanei said, pushing the Javnis aside

      “What makes her so special?” the Javnis asked as they made it half way up the stairs.

      “Stolanei worked with us humans long enough to learn one critical thing about our kind,” Chloe faced the Javnis with a smirk. “Payback’s a bitch. Now hook me up with some gear, let’s do this.”
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* * *

      Minutes after Chloe and Stolanei left, the Javnis reached out to interact with his communicator. It connected with a hidden channel used by those loyal to the Celestial Order or those hired to aid the group.

      “Change of plans, she insists on heading out,” he said. “Let our associates know, and don’t forget what Hannah said about the Major.”
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* * *

      Courelia upper levels, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      Jainuzei and Dargonea stood top of a high-rise skyscraper in the financial district as they watched and tracked the movement of the tram the human female escaped to.

      “There,” Jainuzei said, pointing toward it. “It’s skipping all the stations it’s supposed to stop at.”

      “Where do you think its heading?”

      He continued to look down at the tracks and the surrounding area, looking for something that would give the human an edge. A location that they would greatly benefit from. Off in the distance, he saw it. “The landing pad,” he said. “At those speeds and its current path...”

      “She plans to make an escape off world,” Dargonea said. “I’ll teleport us to the station she’s most likely to get off at.”
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* * *

      Veloshira wondered how much higher standing in the empire she could get if she began slaying every single Radiance civilian while she crept through the streets. So many people, so many of them unaware that a Hashmedai assassin was moving in the shadows more than capable of dismembering their bodies.

      Further up she saw the closest intersection to the condos Jazz was fighting in. Just a few more minutes, she thought and continued to move through the streets, undetected. All while hoping to avoid encountering someone with a good pair of eyes that might see the distortion field from her cloak. In the end, locating Jazz as quickly as possible was much more important than entering a kill frenzy to impress the empress.
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* * *

      Courelia upper levels, Spaceport tram platform, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      Jainuzei and Dargonea materialized from her teleportation light, directly facing the closest tram platform to the landing pad. Dargonea shouted toward all of the civilians waiting at the platform to leave at once. Jainuzei’s imposing body armed with a wide assortment of weapons only encouraged people to follow suit and run. In a matter of minutes the entire station was devoid of anyone with the exception of them.

      Jainuzei tilted his head to the right to see how far away the tram was. While he looked, he saw something in the air above. “There’s a transport heading toward us,” he said.

      “Must be Stolanei, trying to make himself look good in the eyes of his master,” said Dargonea. “He tried to touch my mind not long ago.”

      “Deal with him, we cannot have the union interfere any more than they already have.”

      “Our associates will have it taken care of.”
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* * *

      Silver Raven at Courelia spaceport dock, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      Eupiar, now alone in the cockpit, watched the situation at the tram station. She winced as she saw them stand and wait, clearly for Destiny, as her tram got closer.

      “Heads up Destiny that Javnis psionic and her friend waiting at the station for you,” Eupiar said.

      “Great...”

      “You’re already on the last stretch of tracks, I can’t change anything now other than making you go in reverse, but they’ll probably just teleport to the next location to keep up.”

      A second window still displayed footage from the streets below the condo where Jazz fell. There was movement. Eupiar’s hands quickly moved the window in front of her and she saw the Linl woman slowly get to her feet, she then began to check Jazz for vital signs.

      “Holy shit she’s alive,” said Eupiar. “Come on, come on.” If the Linl survived the fall, surely Jazz did as well. Or so Eupiar hoped.

      She saw the woman’s hands pull against Jazz’s arms, dragging him away. He’s alive. He must be, why else would she bother dragging him away? She thought then began tracking Veloshira’s estimated location. The projection that loaded concluded that Veloshira was still close enough to backtrack and help Destiny before or slightly after her tram arrived. Eupiar turned back to the previous holo window, the Linl woman was dragging Jazz into a nearby surface level elevator shaft.

      “Veloshira, Jazz has been taken,” Eupiar transmitted in the Hashmedai language. “No point in going forward. Destiny needs assistance.”

      There was no reply. She then witnessed the psionics body levitate and hover high above the tracks. Her arms began to glow then unleashed a massive purple blast behind Destiny’s tram as it passed underneath her. A small section of the tracks exploded from the subsequent blast, Destiny was stuck. There was no turning back now.

      “On second thoughts,” Destiny said seconds later. “Make the tram backtrack, let’s keep them guessing.”

      “Yeah about that...”
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* * *

      Courelia upper levels, Tram to spaceport, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      Destiny cursed and gritted her teeth upon getting the update on the situation from Eupiar. She was more upset at herself for one, not noticing the track getting wrecked just seconds after she changed her mind, and two not changing her mind in the first place.

      She took a deep breath while gripping onto her dripping wet pistols then aimed them toward the now terrified tram passengers. She may not have spoken their language, but they could tell by her gun waving and body language that she wanted them all to crowd around the entrance that would connect with the platform they were arriving at.

      Desperate times, desperate measures. Destiny was labeled as a terrorist by people in Radiance on Earth. May as well live up to that title and do what terrorists do best, take hostages.
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* * *

      Courelia upper levels, transport approaching spaceport tram platform, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      Chloe took the liberty of equipping herself with Radiance combat armor and a magnetic rifle. It made her miss her protect suit and all the trinkets it had such as the Mass Reduction Field—MRF—and the protect suit straight up being much more lightweight compared to Radiance combat armor. She sat next Stolanei as the transport doors opened wide, for some reason while in midflight. What the fuck? She thought considering they were still high above the city and the AO was still a few minutes out.

      She got her answer seconds later as one ranger suddenly stood and shot his rifle at Stolanei, tossing his body outside. There was blood spattered across her face as more bullets raced back and forth. When she got out of her seat, there were three rangers left alive, all three of them aimed their rifles toward Chloe as light from the outside beamed through the dozens of bullet holes in the transport.

      “Well, fuck.” Chloe dropped her rifle and raised her hands in the air.
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* * *

      Courelia upper levels, Spaceport tram platform, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      Jainuzei watched as the tram at last pulled into the station terminus. There was one problem, the doors didn’t open, and there was a horde of people standing next to the doors, all of them frightened. Looking upwards, he saw Dargonea hovering above the tram, her hands stretched out from side to side as they began to glow.

      “Dargonea what are you doing?” Jainuzei asked.

      “Stand back, it’s not moving. I can get a stronger lock on it.”

      She was going to either blow the tram up, or do something rash that would put civilians in harm’s way. It was a thought and an action Jainuzei refused to be a part of. “Do not harm any civilians!” he shouted toward her.

      “If she escapes...”

      “We will do this the honorable way!” he shouted, walking closer to the tram door with his rifle pointed toward the floor. “Use your gifts and get this door open, no harm comes to those unarmed and not fighting, understood?”

      “Fine.” Dargonea winced. “This is on you if she escapes.”

      “I shall be victorious.”

      Upon closer inspection Jainuzei saw the human female behind all of the civilians, two pistols were firmly held in each hand as they pointed toward the alarmed passengers. She’s just like the other one, no honor whatsoever.

      “Dargonea,” he said. “Rip this door open.”

      The doors to the tram started to vibrate as Dargonea’s mind touched it. Inch by inch its metal joints and wiring slowly pulled apart, creating an opening.
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* * *

      Courelia upper levels, near spaceport tram platform, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      Stolanei’s blood soaked body emerged from the river. Pain radiated throughout his chest and legs from where he was shot, small psionic barriers had to be conjured over his wounds to prevent further blood loss, limiting his gifts for the time being.

      In the distance, he saw the transport he was flung out of hovering above the tram station. There were heretics aboard no doubt. Gods, what have they done with Chloe? Alive? Dead? He had no idea, which made his next action a tough one to perform. That transport had to be taken out. Whatever the heretics were planning it needed to be stopped right now. He raised his hand toward the transport, and charged their cybernetics. A purple orb of plasma grew just outside of the reach of his hands, then launched toward it.

      It smashed into it, creating a small explosion, sending it into a small uncontrolled spin. If Chloe was still alive, she better take cover.
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* * *

      Courelia upper levels, transport approaching spaceport tram platform, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      The sudden loss of control of the transport created a perfect opportunity for Chloe to regain the upper hand, especially since one of the rogue rangers lost their footing and fell outside of the opened door. She released her hand from the side handle bars and leapt for her rifle. As her hands grabbed it, the remaining ranger not in the cockpit rapidly charged toward her while the transport started to make a recovery from its tumble. She spun around on the floor quickly to create some distance between them before leaping back to her feet.

      There was no time to fully plan her next course of action. Make a choice and go with it. She pulled the trigger of her rifle the instant she managed to aim it forward. A barrage of bullets ejected and shot toward the ranger in the cockpit. His shields took the first wave of bullets, then failed after the second torrent, causing his head to explode, spraying blood and fragments of the insides of his head across the windshield and controls. The transport once again started to lose control, Chloe hung on tightly to the handle bars on the ceiling while the last ranger, in a panic, ran back toward the cockpit. With his back turned, Chloe quickly gazed outside. The transport’s tumble put them closer to the streets, close enough for her to leap to safety.

      She missed her protect suit already as her body plunged toward the surface. The low gravity slowed her descent.

      She landed, her shields absorbing most of the impact from the fall. Above her the transport slowly regained control once again, while Dargonea flew out toward the river. There was a person trying to swim back to the shore. It was Stolanei, and Dargonea hovered above him, plasma balls from her arms rained down, impacting against his psionic shields, what remained of them.
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* * *

      Courelia upper levels, Spaceport tram platform, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      Destiny tried her best to keep low behind the scared passengers after the doors were forced open. She saw Jainuzei outside with his rifle aimed forward, trying to sneak in a head shot. She wasn’t going to give him that chance. He’d have to gun down all these people if he wanted her.

      Minutes later Destiny heard people screaming louder, and it wasn’t because of her. Something else was going on outside. Someone had Jainuzei engaged in combat judging by the sounds of aggressive steps and shields buzzing as they took big hits. She looked up over the shoulder of one passenger, it was Veloshira.

      Veloshira and Jainuzei circled each other, both of them armed with plasma daggers. Veloshira lunged at him swinging hard and fast with her Hashmedai speed and reflexes. Whoever this Jainuzei person was, he was armed for every situation, including dagger fights with an assassin. His fluid moves and flawless parries suggested this isn’t his first time. But enough watching, this was the chance Destiny was waiting for. She shoved everyone aside and ran out into the fray unloading her pistols at Jainuzei, his shields flicked and rippled, they have to be getting low, plasma daggers and two ePistols, no personal shield could take that kind of punishment for that long.

      Jainuzei slowly backtracked while his large nimble hands replaced his dual daggers with a magnetic pistol in one hand and one-handed sword in the other. His sword play parried Veloshira’s relentless thrusts and slashes, while the pistol he aimed at Destiny shooting at her as she dove and rolled away from his bullets. Jainuzei’s aim wasn’t good in this state, how could he? There was too much for his brain to handle, deflecting dagger strikes, aiming a pistol, and back pedaling to keep as much distance between them, it was too much.

      Jainuzei’s body became frozen in time as he back stepped onto one of Veloshira’s cloaked stasis mines. Finishing Jainuzei off as tempting as it was, carried too many risks, namely the Javnis psionic who was still at large. Escape, that was what they really needed to focus on for now. After a brief laugh, they started to make their run back toward the spaceport a kilometer away. Looking back during their sprint, Destiny saw Jainuzei break free from the stasis net seconds later much to Veloshira’s surprise. He armed himself with his rifle once again.
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* * *

      Chloe let her rifle rip loose shooting at Dargonea once her image appeared within her targeting scanner. Dargonea’s psionic shields flicked purple as each bullet hit her, forcing her to think twice about her assault against Stolanei. She heard Dargonea scream in frustration as her shields continued to take hits from Chloe’s rifle, seconds later she teleported away. Chloe’s head scanned above with her rifle. She expected Dargonea to reappear behind her, or perhaps behind a building setting up an ambush. Zero targets found according to her rifles targeting scanner. She ran toward Stolanei as he lay on the shore, slowly breathing. Her battle instincts still hyper vigilant, still expecting some kind of sorcery from the deadly psionic still in play.

      “Can you teleport?” she asked him as she arrived.

      “I can’t,” he said. “My mind is reaching to Karklosea now, she’ll get us out.”
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* * *

      Silver Raven at Courelia spaceport dock, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      Destiny stopped shy of stepping foot into the cockpit of the Silver Raven. She was winded, gasping for air as the run she and Veloshira made had no place to stop and take a breather. Veloshira on the other hand seemed unaffected. She didn’t even seem to be out of breath. Her entire body was drenched in sweat though, but that was more because of the humid temperatures outside of the Silver Raven, Radiance loved the heat.

      “Holy shit, Destiny,” Eupiar said, realizing they had made it back alive.

      Destiny gave her a simple wave as she stood in the lounge, leaning on one of the tables. Eupiar ran toward her and offered a comforting hug, while Veloshira returned to her chair.

      “What’s up with Jazz?” Destiny asked.

      “They took him,” said Eupiar. “He’s lost somewhere underground, I could trace but…”

      Destiny looked at Veloshira. She was starting a preflight check of the ships systems. “Is she leaving?”

      “Yes,” Eupiar said, returning to her seat in the cockpit. “And I happen to agree, the whole Radiance comms network lit up, they’re going nuts looking for us and trying to figure out exactly what happened.”

      Destiny joined the others already in the cockpit, the chilly air hit her face, and for once it felt relaxing. Though she wouldn’t be able stay in there long, the dress she wore was still damp from the swim earlier. Might be a good idea to get out of the stupid outfit, she thought. “Do what you can to keep track of him,” Destiny said.

      “On a good note, this means he might be alive. If he was dead they would have left him, right?”

      The interior of the Silver Raven rumbled slightly as it took off and flew toward the spaceport entrance. It passed through its force field, keeping the atmosphere from the outside world separate from the arcology the city was built inside. In a matter of minutes the white and brightly lit interior of the habitat was swapped for the darkness of the skies of Rasi, while the faint glow of Barnard’s Star hung with the stars like a full moon on Earth.

      No one spoke much about Jazz. She could tell by their body language that they were concerned for his safety, and worried that leaving the planet might put him at greater risk. But what other choice did they have? Destiny retreated toward Jazz’s quarters to change out of the wet dress while tiny beads of weightless water floated away from it as they entered space.
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* * *

      Courelia spaceport dock, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      “Is this your idea of victorious?” Dargonea said looking at the vacant landing spot where the Silver Raven was once parked.

      “I was careless,” said Jainuzei “I did not think Hashmedai would be out here, let alone an assassin.”

      Dargonea began to focus using her psionic mind to tap into the security cameras that were monitoring the spaceport. Footage of the last ship to depart beamed into her brain, the design the look of the ship everything about it she memorized. From there she took that image and used her ESP to scan for it in space. It couldn’t have gotten far even at sub light speeds they only left minutes ago.

      “There,” she said, still in her trance. “I sense a ship of an unknown design, not far from Rasi.”

      “Contact the Abyssal Pelican and tell them to track it at once!”

      Dargonea’s telepathy connected to one of the many psionics aboard the Abyssal Pelican. Before she could project her thoughts, another psionic from the order cut in with a message of their own. “What have you done?”

      “Carrying out our duties.”

      “The union has all their forces in the area performing a massive sweep,” the psionic said.

      “I’ll teleport us back up to the Pelican.”

      “No, they might detect you two coming aboard. Get to the lower cities and stay out of sight for a bit before someone catches on who we really are. Keep them guessing as to where you ran off to until things calm down.”

      She finished the mental exchange with her thoughts and knowledge regarding the Silver Raven and its current spot in the system. And verbally gave Jainuzei the update on the situation.

      “Let us move out then,” he said. “I guess today was officially your last day aboard the Abyssal Explorer?”

      “Being passed up for apprenticeship was the last straw for me anyways.”

      “We have many psionics aboard the Abyssal Pelican that will be more than happy to take you under their wing,” he said as her cybernetic implants began to glow. “And they are all loyal to the order.”

      A blue teleportation light flashed, and they vanished. Minutes later, two transport ships with Radiance Union rangers landed and began to conduct a search of the area for suspected heretics.
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      Eternal Eclipse region, Oyuri, Barnard’s Star system

      The imposing and never moving shadow of Oyuri’s eclipse covered a remote outpost within the center of it. It was a small research station off limits to most of the explorers on the planet as a Lyonria city was long rumored to be buried somewhere close to the region. Every day, well day as far as Radiance people were concerned, multiple hovercrafts were deployed from the research station to comb the cool and sandy region for signs of the rumored lost city.

      On board each hovercraft was a team of scientists with expensive scanning equipment, and a detachment of rangers in case looters or pirates tried to take what they wanted. For the last several years however, the only thing that had been found was rocks and sand covered in a layer of frost thanks to the lack of light from the eclipse hanging over head. Now then the odd Lyonrian tool and remains of a bulkhead were discovered buried beneath the frozen sand.

      After six hours of searching without a break or meal, all hovercrafts except for one were recalled to the outpost. The one that wasn’t recalled had a special mission kept secret from the rest of the research team. A mission secretly funded by the Celestial Order.

      A small tent was pitched directly in the center of the region affected by the eternal eclipse. Life support systems were attached to the sides of the tent, while an airlock entrance provided access for the order loyal explorers. Those on the outside of the tent all wore environment suits and possessed hand held scanning tools. Several rangers with helmets and full combat armor stood watch as the hovercraft’s engines powered down.

      Three figures stepped out of the hovercraft, one of them being Scholar Ary Odelea. Her jittery fingers held onto her data pad as she was escorted away from the hovercraft toward the tent. Each and every foot print she along with the others made brought her closer to the tent, and thus amplified the anxiety in her belly. The order still didn’t trust her entirely since she agreed to help them. They considered her more of hired help rather than a devoted worshiper, she was fine with that.

      She wasn’t completely sold on Telinei’s speech back on Earth, but yet those voices that called out to her the moment she entered his lab. They told her to do things, she wouldn’t normally do, like put a bullet in Telinei’s head, her old instructor back at Veromacon University. They insisted she take that little girl away and place her in the arms of a human woman that was directly in front of the building where Telinei had his secret lab. Gods, what was that girl’s name again?

      Odelea saw the airlock’s door slide open through her helmet’s visor. She, along with the other two, removed their helmets once the all clear was given and the secondary doors swung open. Her wavy red hair was free at last to breathe and hang low on a world with somewhat normal gravity for once. Inside the tent was another group of order members, monks by the looks of it.

      A woman lay on a bed in the middle surrounded by dozens of candles that burned brightly. She had long black hair and wore an alluring black lace gown with tiny hand gloves with black stockings. Odelea was instructed to step closer to the foot of the bed. As she did in a timid manner, she looked at the woman’s face. And recognized it. Her hands slapped across her mouth as she tried to hold back the emotions. It was the girl from Earth, the one she recovered from Telinei’s lab. She was much older, but this was her. And the order has her back.

      Is this why they insisted on me coming here? She thought. Oh, gods please help me, they’ll kill me if they found out what I did.

      The woman spoke as Odelea searched her data pad for information on this human woman. Nothing came up, whatever the order was doing, it was so secret that even most of its members weren’t aware. Or maybe it was because they didn’t trust Odelea?

      The woman spoke. “Below, down below, under the sand, darkness and rubble. Under the ancient buildings, under buried knowledge, they rest. They wait for the seer to waken them, pull them into our plane of existence. Six, eight, five one, one, one, seven, plus minus seven, four, three.”

      Everyone in the tent was alerted to the sound of her voice and began writing down what was said in their data pads. The woman then rose from the bed and gleamed at Odelea with delight.

      “Odelea’s eyes look at me, but she doesn’t know that my name is Hannah, she wonders why she’s been brought here, and what the mention of my last reveal of information was.”

      Hannah hit the ground and stepped toward Odelea, paying no mind to the candles below her. Amazingly she didn’t step on or knock any of them over. Hannah’s thin hands stroked the side of Odelea’s face and she spoke again. “You were right to bring me this one.” Hannah then moved in closer, whispering into Odelea’s ears. “You can’t resist the call of those voices.”

      Odelea took a step backwards from Hannah, her anxiety turned into fear and a higher sense of self preservation.

      “Is this it then?” one scientist asked after reviewing his data pad.

      “Of course it is!” Hannah shouted toward him. “Dig here, and don’t stop.”

      “You truly are a gift from the gods!” said one of the monks.

      “Orange juice,” Hannah said to the monk.

      “What?” Everyone else looked at Hannah in confusion.

      “I require Orange juice! And pancakes, extra fruit.”

      “We are a long way from Earth—”

      “I’m aware of that! Just make it happen!” Hannah shouted then faced Odelea with a smile. “And an apple for her, she never got the chance to taste one.”

      Nobody was moving and Odelea could see that Hannah was getting more frustrated with each passing second. Finally, one monk stepped forward and said. “Do as the seer desires!” A small group advanced toward the airlock. Odelea wondered exactly how they planned to get what Hannah requested. Goods from Earth never got shipped out here directly.

      “I have work I must return to on Rasi, may I leave?” Odelea asked.

      A monk said. “Your task here is finished.”

      What task? I haven’t done anything.

      “Since we’ve found it,” the monk said to Hannah. “Do you wish to return to Rasi as well?”

      “No. Kasidey must deliver a present for me! And it must be here. It will be here.”

      “Kasidey has been out of the system for months now, we have no idea how long she’ll be gone for.”

      “The ship Kasidey uses is faster than most, she’ll be back before we know it.” Hannah returned to her bed, extending her arms and legs out as if she was floating on the surface of water. “I have dreamt it, it will happen.”
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* * *

      Kasidey’s Transport, Interstellar space

      Whigli’s eyes shut as he and Chidorli’s likeness embraced him, he lay on the bed to his quarters. Her soft skin and breasts brushed against his cybernetic chest as she tossed a sticky towel on the floor. Her tongue danced with his, before moving down toward his neck as he ran his right hand through her long green hair while his left hand traveled across her sensitive back. It then moved down past her firm behind and reaching down toward his hard shaft, it was still wet from the previous thrusting he gave for the last twenty minutes before his epic climax. But as with all Hashmedai men, one climax wasn’t the end. He guided his shaft back inside of her as she sat back up, his hips pumped up and down, holding on tight to her waist.

      She lacked the cybernetic implants Whigli remembered Chidorli having, not exactly a bad thing, gave him better view of her young and slender body. The one he always dreamed of having before their augmentation at the psionic training facility on Paryo. Her entire body quivered slightly as her hands squeezed onto her breasts, while his manhood felt the after effects of her climax.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Thirty minutes later Kasidey entered the connecting washroom to Whigli’s quarters. He remained resting on his bed recovering after his third release, quite a challenge for a Hashmedai man of his age, but he managed to pull it off. He must have really loved Chidorli more than she thought. Too bad Kasidey wasn’t really her. Not that she had any plans on revealing that. Sessions like that were the primary reason he had become loyal to her since leaving Earth. Whigli’s obsession with Chidorli evolved into borderline unhealthy levels, and she fully intended to exploit that.

      Kasidey walked past the mirror, and saw Chidorli’s likeness reflected, one of many forms she could assume with her unique set of skills. The smell of sex still lingered on her body as she stepped into the glass tube like shower chamber. Warm water sprayed across her body while the nano machines inside her body began to neutralize Whigli’s most recent seed that flowed through her uterus.

      Midway through the shower her DNA and physical form began to restructure. Hashmedai genes, replaced with human ones, red glowing eyes replaced with human eyes, Chidorli’s DNA replaced with Kasidey’s. Seconds later, the green-haired Hashmedai woman became a brunette-haired human as her hair started to reach down toward her lower back.

      She proceeded toward the cockpit wearing nothing but a towel around her body, the reflection of her shone back from the reflective tiles below her feet. The lights in the triangle shaped corridors activated as she walked next to them, while the ones behind her shut off after a few seconds. There was nobody else aboard the ship anyways. Unlike Hashmedai and Radiance ships, there was gravity in every section of the transport, no psionics required. And unlike UNE ships, the gravity wasn’t generated by a rotating habitat ring, just a strong artificial gravity generator beneath the floor.

      She sat down cross-legged in the chair before the flight controls and her hands pressed a series of buttons. Tiny holographic windows appeared, relaying their speed and ship wide status in an unknown alien language, well unknown to Whigli at least. She recognized the language fairly well as Lyonrian. The stars of space were visible through the windshield, shooting pass them one after another, near FTL speeds was such an elegant sight.

      A blue light flashed on her terminal seconds later, aether space communication was coming in. Her index and middle finger waved over the light, Fahia face appeared in a small screen, there was a smile on Fahia’s Hashmedai face.

      “Came to pester me in regard to how long I’ve been away?” Kasidey said.

      “The seer has found it,” said Fahia. “The area is being excavated as we speak.”

      “And I’ve finally found what I’ve been looking for. Inform Captain Yominv he’ll have his final component soon.”

      “Very well.”

      The communication ended. The aether space communicator worked by sending streams of data from one location in normal space into aether space, and then back out into a designated section in normal space. It was largely powered by the red gems the order had acquired over the last few millennia in conjunction with the technology found aboard ships like the one Kasidey commanded. The end result was FTL communication that rivaled that of the QEC that Earth uses. Unlike QEC, the person receiving the message did not need to have an aether space communicator installed, only the sender needed one to open up the link. Once the link was made both sides could exchange data or messages in real time until it was shut down.

      Kasidey reviewed her sensor logs and confirmed that they were still on course toward a junked derelict ship, adrift in space for the last eight years. It’s been awhile, it better be there.
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* * *

      Courelia lower levels, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      Alisha, Eicelea and Vynei sat around a circular glass dining table in her apartment. Unpacked boxes were scattered throughout as they started to dine on meals from their respective worlds with the exception of Alisha. She had to make do with Linl food.

      Vynei’s plate had a pan fried cut of meat that resembled a chicken breast, covered in a green sludge, probably some kind of vegetable puree. She didn’t bother asking, Alisha manly stuck toward a vegetarian style of eating since leaving Earth. The wrap she had in fact was stuffed with sautéed vegetables from the Linl home world, seasoned with a spicy yellow powdery substance. She couldn’t remember what every ingredient was called, just that the wrap was known as an Oumica roll. Named after one of the continents in the southern hemisphere of the Linl home world.

      Eicelea offered everyone a bowl from her world, Alisha learned quickly what Vynei meant by ‘she didn’t cook’. “A delicious meal on my world,” Eicelea said.

      Eicelea’s meal made Alisha’s skin crawl, it was a bowl full of live worms and wingless insects. “Um, I’ll pass thanks,” Alisha said while watching to make sure none of Eicelea’s meal tried to escape and crawl away on the floor.

      “I told you weren’t going to like it,” Vynei said with a mouth full of meat.

      “It’s safe for all species to consume,” Eicelea said.

      Alisha shook her head while Vynei’s head shook from laughter, causing the rings attached to his horns to shake. Eicelea pulled her bowl back toward her and scooped her tiny hands into it, removing a fist full of the wiggling creatures. Wiggling being their last action before being condemned to death inside Eicelea’s mouth.

      I guess forks and spoons aren’t common to the Vorcambreum, Alisha thought as she bit into her wrap.

      “So, Alisha is your name?” Vynei asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Forgive me it just sounds strange.”

      “That is because she is a human,” Eicelea said.

      Vynei took a long glance at Alisha. “Really?”

      “It wasn’t hard to figure out. I’ve been sifting through various and fascinating stories on the knowledge net since our arrival,” said Eicelea. “Yours came up. Alisha Levesque the human scientist working for Radiance.”

      “Which is why I’m surprised you replied to my ad, I was starting to think people were avoiding me once they learned I was human.”

      “You may look like a Linl, but are still an alien to much of the community,” Eicelea said. “In time people will grow to accept you.” Eicelea paused, crossing her arms. “Provided the rumors I stumbled upon are proven false.”

      “What rumors are those?” Alisha asked.

      “The council voted to end its relationship with the humans.”

      Alisha vaguely recalled a news headline about the latest ruling from the council. She didn’t bother clicking it however, as she assumed it dealt with Radiance politics exclusively.

      Later during the evening, Alisha’s two new roommates retreated to their rooms to sleep. Only half of their belongings were unpacked, the rest still rested in her living room. She sat on her living room couch with her data pad in her hands, confirming that the rumors were indeed fact. Radiance was to cut all ties with Earth and deport all humans. Well that’s just fucking great.

      Her cell phone rested on a nearby table, one of the few things from Earth she managed to bring with her. Though it served as a music player more than anything else, she was six light years away from the nearest cell phone signal, and even then, it’s been twenty-two years since she last paid the bill, and that’s assuming her provider wasn't obliterated during the Hashmedai invasion. Occasionally she would go through the old text messages on it to remind her of the good old days, when aliens didn’t exist, though Jason’s last messages were sent during Radiance’s first contact with Earth, just days before the Hashmedai attacked. Nevertheless, old messages still made her smile when she was feeling down. Radiance engineers were kind enough to develop a recharging device that was compatible with the phone. It was a cubed shaped object with a socket that looked exactly like wall plugs found back on Earth.

      She still remembered when those texts were sent. She was asking him to take Hannah to the store in preparation for their flight to LA. She needed him out of the house because her ex-husband Jake was swinging by, he got himself into trouble and needed access to her cottage. Jake, Jason, and Hannah what became of them? Alisha thought while her playlist continued to fill the room up with pre-invasion Earth music. Gimme shelter by the Rolling Stones started to play sometime later and she tossed the data pad aside. Too much negativity in the news feeds, the galaxy was going to hell in a hand basket.

      She sipped on a glass of Aryile white wine as the music continued to play, part of her wished that her two roommates were awake. She seldom had people to share her culture and art with, especially music. The song ended and a new one began to play, seconds later her door chime sounded. Who can that be she thought?

      Slowly she got up and moved toward the door, her hands guided her fingers to the wall mounted door controls, causing the doors to unlock and slide open. A tall light skinned and extremely muscular Aryile man stood at the door.

      “I’m sorry to disturb you,” he said.

      “It’s okay,” Alisha said. “May I help you?”

      “I heard a song coming from here. The previous song that was playing. You were playing music not long ago?”

      “Uh, yeah.”

      “Sorry it’s just…” he paused for a moment, looking like he was struggling to find the right words to use. “…it was human music.”

      “Well, yeah, it is,” she said slowly, feeling slightly awkward.

      “I heard that song in the past, but I never understood the lyrics as I didn’t understand human language,” he said. “I tried learning it, but there are so many languages humans speak, I wasn’t sure which one to learn. How did you acquire the song if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “You don’t know who I am?” Obviously not if he’s asking Alisha!

      “I do not.” He grimaced

      “I’m the human that lives here that everyone wants to avoid.”

      “I’m not avoiding you,” he said with a charming smile. “Please, if you are not busy, and if it not too much trouble for you. Would you teach me the lyrics and the origins of the song? It would mean so much to me.”

      A stranger from the outside wants to come in and chat? Alisha’s first thought was a resounding no. But on the other hand, this isn’t Earth. Most crimes happen out in space or in the slums. She didn’t live in either of those areas. Plus, there was Eicelea and Vynei. If he tried anything she could always call for help, Vynei was packing heat too, being a bodyguard and all. And who was Alisha fooling? This man possessed a chiseled and sexy body, like a Greek titan and was a well-spoken gentleman. Married or not, there was no harm chatting with him.

      “I suppose,” she said.

      He stepped in, shifting his eyes around at the interior of her place. “As you might have figured out by the uniform, I’m with the military,” he said. “That song, it helped during some hard times.”

      They sat down. He smiled while he held out a bottle of Aryile white wine. Alisha replayed the song that he seemed to like. “My name’s Alisha by the way.”

      “Ah,” he said then proceeded to greet her in the traditional Radiance manner. “Ary Jainuzei, your acquaintance is recognized.”
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      New Paryo, Uylanni system

      Fifty years ago...

      Six Radiance transport ships began their descent to the white snow-covered surface of New Paryo, one of the last planets the Hashmedai had control of in the Uylanni system. The Uylanni system was one of the first star systems to be colonized by the Hashmedai, and it was one of two systems that were close to the Radiance Union, the other one being their home system.

      The Hashmedai had a great many more systems under their control, but thanks to the space bridge, those worlds were established hundreds, if not thousands of light years away from their home world and the Radiance Union. Teleporting ships across the galaxy was a viable option for the Hashmedai. For Radiance, they would have to fly there via sub light speeds which would take centuries. Needless to say, the last few thousand years of the war between the Hashmedai Empire and the Radiance Union was mostly felt at the worlds closest to Radiance space.

      Second class ranger Ary Jainuzei’s legs dangled in the cold air as he sat at the edge of the entrance to his transport. The door was wide open along with the other ships, giving him and the other rangers aboard a spectacular panoramic view of the small mountain they were about to land on. Music was playing, sounds from the other side of the galaxy. The latest upload on the Radiance knowledge network contained music from the human home world. He didn’t understand the lyrics of the song, but the beat, the rhythm of it. It was addictive, easily his favorite song produced by those humans. Too bad the Radiance council voted to not make contact with them. Arts wise, they had a very intriguing culture.

      “So, this is humon music?” asked Mil Henylea.

      “It is pronounced human,” Jainuzei said, correcting her. “And yes, it is one of newer songs I discovered.”

      Henylea sat next to Jainuzei, neither her face nor four eyes were visible from her helmet. “I have a good feeling about this one, sir,” she said.

      “Likewise,” Jainuzei said. “General Hilemei himself is overseeing this operation. We can’t lose.”

      “What do you plan to do after we are victorious?” Henylea asked.

      “My wife. She has not seen me in years,” he said. “I must be with her. What about you?”

      “Similar situation. I will spend time with my four husbands,” Henylea said. “Hopefully another female did not lure two or three of them away during my absence.”

      They shared a brief laugh at her comment then Jainuzei turned his head around, curious at what the other five rangers were doing. Like him and Henylea, they all wore Radiance combat armor. Some had helmets on, others like him were waiting to land before putting it on. A few heads were bobbing up and down in unison with the human music that echoed throughout the cabin of the transport.

      The transport Jainuzei rode on started to land on a snow-covered field, partly up the mountain range. Snow, ice, and tree branches were spewed away by the landing thrusters as the transport touched down. None of the other transport ships were in sight as far as Jainuzei’s reptilian eyes could see, though the snow storm didn’t help much with visibility.

      Jainuzei stood and reached his hands up to the overhead weapon and equipment storage compartment. The rest of the crew did the same, arming themselves with magnetic rifles, helmets for those that still didn’t put one on. Jainuzei however, did one extra thing, at the very back of his compartment lay a Hashmedai plasma great sword, looted from a Hashmedai warrior he had killed in combat years ago. He effortlessly holstered the heavy hulking blade to his back with the aid of his large muscular arms, while his rifle was strapped around his arms. Ready for battle, he thought as the tactical holographic screen within his helmet loaded.

      Jainuzei stepped off the transport along with Henylea and five other rangers into the white out environment. The crunching noise of snow being crushed by seven bodies in combat armor could be heard. Their steps quickly took them to a figure not far from where the transport had landed. The figure wore armor just like them, the Radiance numeral for “one” was clearly printed on the middle of their chest.

      “Change of plans,” the figure said, Jainuzei recognized the voice as it played across his suit’s intercom. It was Ure Fiesei, first class ranger, a legend. “We lost contact with our reconnaissance team an hour ago. The Hashmedai knows we’ve landed on the planet, but as far as we can tell, they only think our forces consist of the recon group we sent out.” Fiesei’s suit sent out a hologram to be displayed inside of everyone’s helmet. The hologram was a model of the mountain they stood on. A small mansion rested at the summit with a forest around it. Jainuzei could see pathways from the mansion leading all the way down the mountain. “We’re going to split up, and slowly move up to surround this compound here.” Seven blue circles manifested all around the hills leading up to the summit, these represented the new, split up teams. “High value targets are inside, and will flee the planet if they feel unsafe, this cannot happen.” As Fiesei mentioned that, four red dots appeared in the middle of the mansion.

      This has all the signs of an operation engineered by The Whisper, Jainuzei thought as the hologram vanished, the sights before him returning to normal.

      “Jainuzei and Henylea, you’ll be part of our new recon team. Feel free to take another ranger from your team if you feel it will help.” Fiesei explained. “Everyone else, will be with me, we’ll be slowly advancing up while the new recon team clears the way.”

      Jainuzei turned around to address the five armor clad rangers behind him. “Anyone volunteering to join me?”

      “I’ll go sir!” A female ranger offered instantly. Her helmet was slightly larger than his. Most likely a Rabuabin as their helmets needed to take into account their ears and horns.

      “And you are?” he asked. He felt embarrassed asking, these people were placed under his command and he neglected to learn their names. “My apologies I still haven’t learned everyone’s name.”

      “Third class ranger, Za Xyniea,” Xyniea's left armor clad hand rested on her right shoulder. “Your acquaintance is recognized.”

      Jainuzei returned the gesture, then said to Fiesei, “We’re ready sir.”

      Fiesei nodded. “Excellent, may the gods’ light shine upon us.”

      The journey toward the summit would have been deadly if it wasn’t for the combat armor and its shields. The temperatures within the suits were adjusted to the specifications of the person wearing it, while the shields kept snow and ice from building up during Jainuzei, Henylea, and Xyniea’s three-hour trek up the hill. Just another hour to go, Jainuzei thought as they entered the snow blanketed forest. They periodically kept the other teams updated as they pushed on, lots of snow, no Hashmedai, though Jainuzei fully expected that to change once they get closer to the edge of the forest.

      “So, speak to me,” Jainuzei said, stepping over a tree stump. “What do you think of this mission?”

      “The Whisper has a hand in it,” said Henylea. “And I believe Fiesei may be a member.”

      “That thought crossed my mind as well,” said Jainuzei. “The mythical Whisper. Radiance’s answer to the Hashmedai Assassins’ Guild.”

      “Fiesei is a Linl as well,” said Henylea. “And as I recall most Whisper members are Linl since they can disguise themselves as Hashmedai with ease, unlike the rest of us.”

      And if humans ever become a threat, they can infiltrate their world as well. “It must be his op, most Linl in the service request to be stationed at Lejorania or Morutrin,” Jainuzei said.

      “And he’s a first-class ranger.” Henylea added, “Most of them use their rank to transfer into prestigious professions, retire or become generals, not stay as rangers.”

      “Unless Fiesei is working with The Whisper, overseeing operations such as this one,” Jainuzei said, grinning, hidden behind his helmet. Another part of the puzzle had appeared.

      They continued to penetrate deeper into the frozen boreal forest while Jainuzei’s enquiring mind processed the previous conversation, then spoke once more. “Four unknown high valued targets, well, unknown to the rest of us.” Xyniea broke her silence with a laugh. “You laugh as if you know something Xyniea,” Jainuzei said, directing his face toward her.

      “Let’s just say, if we live to see the next day and finish this op,” Xyniea said. “We all will be getting promotions, and riches so intense your credit chits will overload with the numbers it has to remember.”

      “Get down!” Jainuzei shouted. His helmet zoomed in on the image of two Hashmedai, dressed in combat gear.

      They spread out with their rifles powered up and firmly grasped in their hands. Three nearby trees served as cover as the two Hashmedai slowly walked toward their position.

      Jainuzei quickly peeked at their enemy. One Hashmedai wore full combat gear and had an arm shield active with a plasma sword holstered to his side. The other was equipped with an exosuit, and clearly had a sword similar the one Jainuzei had, strapped to his back. “Standard Hashmedai patrol,” Jainuzei said. “One warrior and one guardian.”

      “Let them pass,” Xyniea said. “If they transmit a distress call, we’re finished, if they fail to check in same thing.”

      “I agree,” Henylea said.

      Jainuzei gritted his flat herbivore teeth, for he longed for combat. But, they were right, this whole operation could be aborted if those four high-value targets panicked and left. And this clearly being a Whisper operation would bring great shame and dishonor to Jainuzei’s name.

      They needed a way out, and fast. Jainuzei’s head shifted about, scanning for an escape route. The holo display within his helmet displayed a superimposed image of the estimated line of sight range for the two Hashmedai, it appeared as a red colored fan shaped image that painted the ground. The data for it was based on current weather conditions, the patrols estimated position, and the viewing range of Hashmedai eyes. As long as we don’t step inside of that we should be safe, he thought, then transmitted his tactical information to Xyniea and Henylea.

      “Stay low and away from that,” he said then entered a prone position, Xyniea and Henylea followed his lead.

      Led by Jainuzei, they crawled across the ground onto a clearing off to the far right, a frozen pond. Risky, but it was their only chance as the superimposed red fan became two, the Hashmedai patrol were using both sets of eyes now. Jainuzei scanned the icy surface of the pond, three bodies in heavy combat armor crawling on potentially thin ice was a bad predicament to be in. The data came back, holographic text and diagrams relayed inside of his helmet, over fifty percent chance the ice could to break. We shall take those odds.

      The snow-covered ground beneath them became a smooth sheet of ice as they crawled onto the frozen pond. Jainuzei glanced back satisfied that they were creating distance between them and the two red fans from his display. They reached the center of the pond and heard a small crackling sound below them. All three of them came to a full stop to appraise the stability of the ice. A web of cracks manifested underneath them, and it was spreading out fast, so they proceeded to push forth, fast.

      Perhaps too fast, the ice beneath Henylea shattered sending her body into the abyss of the ice-cold water below. Henylea’s safety was of no concern to Jainuzei, after all the shields of her armor were still active and her suit provided her with enough air to last hours. The two superimposed red fans on Jainuzei’s display, however, became a major concern. They instantly changed direction toward the pond. The Hashmedai heard the ice break and Henylea splash down.

      Jainuzei spun his body around to face the hole Henylea had sunk into, his actions resulted in him breaking though the ice as well. Too fast he thought as his body sank. That was two splashes the Hashmedai heard, now they knew something was wrong.

      “Xyniea be careful!” Jainuzei transmitted the warning.

      “Patrol coming over now, I got this,” Xyniea said.

      Jainuzei sank slowly to the bottom of the pond, next to Henylea who later helped him get to his feet. His tactical display informed him that Xyniea fired three rounds, she was in combat. Looking up, she saw a silhouette of Xyniea lying upon the sheet of ice above them. A second figure appeared above him, with the red shaped fan warning directly in front, there was a green glow radiating from it. A plasma weapon was charged and ready. Instincts commanded Jainuzei and Henylea to aim their rifles upwards toward the unwanted figure. They let loose streaks of bubbles and shockwave lines. As their bullets shredded the ice above them, the Hashmedai warrior dropped into the water. His arms and legs flailed uncontrollably while the weight of his body and equipment sent him to the pond’s floor below. Propulsion jets, normally used for space walks on Jainuzei’s armor, launched his body onto the Hashmedai. Jainuzei fought enough warriors to know that their exosuits were equipped with jump jets and it was only a matter of time before the warrior activated those jets to escape drowning.

      Jainuzei and the warrior wrestled for several minutes, every action, every kick, every punch Jainuzei used, prevented the warrior from getting air or using his jets properly. Eventually all the flailing from the warrior ceased, and his lifeless body sank to the bottom permanently.
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* * *

      “That’s quite the party,” Xyniea said as they hid behind a tree at the mouth of the forest. The mansion was in view and Jainuzei did not like what he saw. There were Hashmedai forces everywhere, on the rooftops, along all the exterior walls and a dozen more riding recon bikes toward the main entrance.

      “So how do we get in without getting our heads sliced off?” Henylea asked.

      “It will be another hour before the rest of our people can get this far, assuming they do not run into any more patrols,” Jainuzei said. “And I am certain someone right now as we speak, is wondering what happened to the patrol we put down.”

      “I can get us in,” Xyniea said in the same manner she originally offered to come in this assignment. “Getting out will be the tricky part.”

      “If that’s the case, I shall have the rest of our forces move in,” said Jainuzei, activating his communication device to speak with Fiesei. “Let us hope we are done by the time they arrive.” Jainuzei proceeded to brief Fiesei on their current situation, the green light was given for them to go ahead shortly afterwards. “Now Xyniea, what is your plan?” Jainuzei said to her.

      “Follow me,” she said and ran off back down the hill, they followed her and she led them toward a maintenance hatch. A hatch with one Hashmedai guarding it, and he didn’t look like a soldier. He had black hair, pale skin and wore an officer’s uniform. Xyniea stepped toward the Hashmedai man with her weapon holstered. She began to remove her helmet, exposing her olive skin and brown hair. The Hashmedai man appeared to be happy to see her as they began to speak in his language.

      “My gods, what is she doing?” asked Henylea.

      The sight before Jainuzei caused him to grimace under his helmet. “Let us ask questions after we are victorious,” he said.

      Xyniea returned to her companions while the Hashmedai interacted with a computer terminal next to the hatch. “This is Yominv Crossblade,” Xyniea explained. “An officer in the Hashmedai navy and,” the hatch popped open, revealing a dark tunnel before them, “our invite to the party.”

      Yominv hastily waved his hand toward them, motioning them to step into the tunnel. “Our targets should be in the main living area,” Xyniea said. “It’s next to the courtyard and these tunnels should take us under it.”

      This is going to be a complex report to write when we are done, Jainuzei thought, and entered the tunnel taking point.
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* * *

      Imperial vacation lounge, New Paryo, Uylanni system

      Emperor Rezeki of the Hashmedai Empire pushed aside the canopy covers to the enormous bed he and his beloved mate, Y’lin slept on. White light from the bay windows illuminated the cold darkened sleeping chamber as snow continued to pile up along the sides of the window. The vacation home here in New Paryo was one of his favorites since becoming Emperor and it was imperative that he and his family spent the Conquest Day celebrations here, despite Radiance making this planet their top focus in their campaign. His glowing orange eyes gazed at the slender figure of Y’lin’s pale skin and platinum blonde hair while she comfortably remained sleeping.

      They were still nude from the previous night of passionate copulation. A used anti-pregnancy chem tube lay on the floor next to the bed. Y’lin wasn’t partially interested in having a third child just yet. Rezeki didn’t blame her, as she was only a stage three pre-adult, two heirs to the throne was fine for now. Once Y’lin enters adulthood in another year they could look into having a few more heirs, the imperial family was down to four members after all, thanks to the merciless efforts of the zealots within the Radiance Union.

      Rezeki entered the main hallway sometime later dressed in his morning robe and a pair of black slacks. The robe was elegantly decorated with gold and platinum rings along the sides of it, not his first choice of clothing to wear this early in the morning, but the servants haven’t gotten around to finding something elaborate for him to wear on this national holiday. Another reason why they haven’t picked anything out yet, it was a holiday so many of the servants were given the morning off to sleep in.

      A window next to him during his walk caught his attention. His first born, Prince Akeia was outside in the courtyard playing in the snow. Several other children were playing with him as well, Rezeki recognized them as the offspring to the some of the servants that made their home here. He continued his walk across the hall, a few guardians and warriors bowed their heads as he walked past them. A combat psionic wished him a joyful Conquest Day, while another warrior thanked him for coming to this world to boost morale.

      Rezeki finally entered the intended destination of his walk, a small bedroom with walls painted in a dark gold color. In the center was two small beds, one was for Akeia the other for Princess Kroshka who, like her mother was still asleep. Rezeki’s hand brushed across her platinum hair, he still couldn’t get over the fact she’s grown so much. It has been almost two years since Kroshka came into existence.

      Kroshka’s face shifted upwards toward Rezeki and her maroon colored child eyes opened. Rezeki smiled at her, then said, “It’s Conquest Day Kroshka.”

      “The holiday we came here for?” she said, there were still traces of sleepiness in her voice.

      “Yes dear,” he said then out from his pocket he produced a red gem. A red gem with a sphere within the center of it. “This is for you, it will protect you from the dangers of the galaxy,” he said and placed it into her tiny hands.

      She sat up and gazed into it in awe, the red glow from it shining on her pale skin. “Pretty,” she said softly. “Thank you, Father.”

      Rezeki embraced his daughter. Seeing her so happy was one of the few things that could take his mind off the state of the empire on the frontlines. The union was winning. Which was ironic considering Conquest Day was the celebration of the empire’s retaliation strikes against Radiance following the Hashmedain psionic genocide. The end of that battle marked what the Hashmedai people at the time thought was the end of the conflict. Of course, history now tells that Radiance simply was recovering and rebuilding their fleet. Five hundred years later, the fighting continued.

      “Your Majesty.” Rezeki rose to see who had interrupted his thoughts and father, daughter time.

      A woman with blue skin, long black silky hair stood in front of the entrance to the room. She was dressed in a revealing sleeveless half robe with psionic augmentation present, Archmage Iolysta Frosttouch. “I didn’t think you would be up at this time,” Rezeki said as he exited the room with Iolysta.

      They stood in the outside hallway a few feet from the door to Kroshka and Akeia’s room. Iolysta gave Rezeki that same sultry gaze she was known for when she wanted something from him. “So, you finally gave it to her, how thoughtful,” Iolysta said. “How about Akeia?”

      “I gave it to Y’lin instead,” Rezeki said. “Akeia is a boy, he wouldn’t care for things such as this.” His reply caused her to grimace, not that he cared, and he’s the damn emperor after all.

      Iolysta hands slowly opened Rezeki’s robe then grinned at the same red gem hanging from his neck. She licked her lips at the sight of his chest, and ran a finger across it. His hands shifted up to remove her invasive, yet stimulating touch. “There are guards walking around.”

      “Your hands are soft, too soft,” she whispered. “That’s what happens when you penetrate women so young like Y’lin.” Rezeki gently guided her hand away, only for it to return, gliding down his chest once again. “When was the last time you copulated with a grown woman?”

      “You damn well know the answer to that.”

      “You’re right,” she said, pressing her chest against his. The coldness of her body. It was exhilarating. “It was two nights ago.”

      “Y’lin was showing off her new gift to friends that night,” Rezeki said.

      Iolysta’s tongue made a quick trek across Rezeki’s lips, lubricating them with her saliva. Grey cold mist exited her mouth afterward triggering his body to tremble with pleasure, and his member become hard. She melded her hands with his and raised them up into the air, her cybernetic implants started to glow. In an instant, blue light teleported them away from prying eyes.

      Iolysta and Rezeki rematerialized inside her sleeping chamber, on the third floor of the mansion. It was a dark room much like the one he shared with Y’lin, just smaller. There was a bed in the corner with a bay next to it, allowing white light to trickle in.

      “Did you know this room used to be where Emperor Forlin kept his harem?” Iolysta said.

      “Harems, that’s part of the old ways.”

      “Men on Taxah still partake in them, as well as a few of our lords across the empire.”

      Rezeki shut his glowing orange eyes and grinned, and it wasn’t because she was now stroking his chest from behind. Iolysta had one goal in mind, keeping her psionic daughters out of the Psionic Training Facility, much like how he used his power to keep Y’lin and their children out of it.

      “You need not worry. Phylarlie and Noylarlie will be safe as long as I’m alive,” he said. “There’s no need to convince me to go back to the old ways so that you can be part of my harem.” And thus, benefit from me bending the rules.

      “I appreciate that milord,” she whispered into his ear then grazed the side of his neck, with her tongue.

      “Now that you got me this far...” Rezeki’s robe hit the floor, his firm chest was exposed. Iolysta upped the ante. Her half robe fell on top of his attire in the same graceful manner her naked body fell on top of the bed. Silky bed sheets billowed around underneath like a sensual river, spreading positive vibes throughout her body.

      Rezeki lay on top of her sans pants, his hard member needing extra space to grow. Their tongues wrestled in a seemingly endless movement of passion. He felt every, groove, every bump, of the soft texture of the inside of her mouth. She no doubt felt the same, the taste buds of her tongue brushing across the top of his mouth. All the while his hands cupped her breasts, while her hands were stuck to his member. He entered her. His plan was to take it slow unlike the last time, but slow wasn’t on her mind. Her hands gripped on to his fit abs hard pulling them toward her, she wanted all of him inside.

      She got what she wanted, and secured it by wrapping her legs around him. A bout of fast and deep thrusting ensued. She got wet fast. Rezeki’s back tensed up as her cold hands embraced it, he was ready for her retractable claws to make their mark across his strong back. Adding to the small scars that she, Y’lin and countless servants he pleasured immensely over the last thirty or so years of his life had made. The sound of flesh colliding with each thrust and her moans of ecstasy echoed throughout the chamber. Sounds Rezeki wished Y’lin could produce.
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      Taxah, Uelcovis system

      The planet Taxah was a dark blue shining beacon of pride within the Hashmedai Empire. It was one of the first worlds colonized after the creation of the space bridge network, and therefore located in a region of the galaxy far away from Radiance, over three hundred light years to be exact. Colonies such as this were the primary reason why Radiance, despite their superior numbers in ships, still failed to completely wipe out the Hashmedai. It would take the fastest Radiance fleets over six hundred years to reach there, while the Hashmedai could send a single small ship there in a matter of days, and hundreds of ships inside a command ship in eight years. Furthermore, all exterior systems conquered by the empire were scattered throughout the galaxy, so if Radiance did send ships out this far, it would take them hundreds more years to reach the next closest Hashmedai controlled system, assuming they had enough ships left after dealing with the Hashmedai fleets defending it.

      Because exterior systems were all alone, each had two or three command ships in orbit around each planet. In addition, each system was required to have a minimum of three ship yards and be one hundred percent self-sufficient, reducing the need for cargo ships to create congestion within the space bridge network. Onatiasha saw firsthand the primary source of the systems resource independence as the transport she, Zhinbryo and Di’aria rode on emerged from their two-month re-materialization limbo from the space bridge. A purple gas giant was not only home to helium-3 mining, but its five moons all were large enough to have an atmosphere warm enough for farms, underground mines, and manufacturing plants.

      The planet Taxah was the next planet up as their transport zipped past the gas giant at sub light speeds. For a split second, Onatiasha was reminded of Earth, as the two worlds looked very similar. Blue in color, white clouds and colossal oceans keeping its continents separated from one another. The average surface temperature was slightly cooler than it was on Earth according to the holographic display Onatiasha peered at as the world came closer to them. In other words, warmer than most Hashmedai would like, but much cooler than she had to endure during her time on Earth. It goes without saying, the vast majority of all the cities on Taxah were located around the south and northern poles of the planet. Its capital city, Muro was located at the South Pole, the final destination of their large transport ship.

      The transport slowly lowered toward a landing pad in the frozen courtyard of Lord Hasiv’s manor. Most of the sunlight from the bright blue sequence star was blocked out by the immense alien trees that decorated the courtyard. The branches were almost as big the trunks of the trees themselves. Onatiasha, Zhinbryo, Di’aria, and dozens of other Hashmedai exited the transport as its doors swung upwards. With their belongings in hand they walked toward the manor while the other Hashmedai aboard the transport went toward their assigned posts. They were greeted by four blue skinned young servants, two male, and two female all wearing their red servant uniforms.

      One of the female servants stepped forward and extended her arms outward to greet them. “Welcome to Taxah,” she said. “I am Kezea, and I shall be your guide.”

      Kezea nodded toward the two male servants, and they took the baggage Onatiasha, Zhinbryo, and Di’aria was carrying. Onatiasha shamelessly took a peek at the male servant’s chests as their tops weren’t fully buttoned up. Eye candy for her and Di’aria she figured, Hasiv always insisted on his guests being amused in every way imaginable. “Is Lord Hasiv available to speak with us?” Onatiasha asked as the male servants carried their belongings away.

      “He is currently having his first meal,” Kezea said. “He will, however, be more than happy to meet with you three afterwards. In the meantime, please allow us to show you around.”

      “I would rather eat first,” Zhinbryo said with a grunt.

      Hunger was all but invisible to Onatiasha until Kezea mentioned Hasiv enjoying his first meal. “I suppose we all could have a meal before familiarizing ourselves with the palace.”

      “As you wish,” Kezea said, and addressed the remaining female servant. “Cinuia, please inform the chef we have three hungry guests.”
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* * *

      Onatiasha sat on a chair facing a large oval window inside of the ward room of Hasiv’s manor. It was small dark room with a square shaped table at the center, dozens of chairs surrounded the table, sans one of course, being the one Onatiasha dragged toward the window, which was also the only source of light in the room. She partook in her first hour of watching the snow fall while waiting for Hasiv to appear. Something she was quickly growing tired off, watching snow while waiting for people.

      The reflection of the withered yellow eyed man appeared in the glass before her. At last, she thought and spun in her chair to face Hasiv. “I’ve kept my end of the bargain,” she said. “You have your protection.”

      “Yes, yes, this is much appreciated,” Hasiv’s aging voice said.

      “Intel, all of it or we leave.” Stern, direct, to the point, Onatiasha’s concern was the Celestial Order, not protecting an old lord overdue for retirement.

      “Come, come,” he said, beckoning her. “I am much too old to be speaking to someone so far away.”

      Reluctantly, she stood from her chair, walking toward one end of the table where Hasiv sat. She looked down toward him, ensuring that he was nowhere near enough to grope her. He frowned upon seeing she was out of range then jerked his head in a come-closer-dear motion. “This is close enough,” Onatiasha said.

      “Well—”

      “If you want to continue to have the power to stroke the smooth skin of the women in your harem, you will stay there, and I will stand here.”

      “You are a fiery one!” he said and began to chuckle, a chuckle that later transformed into three deep coughs. “Well here’s what I got so far,” he said and conjured a hologram. “As you know the order is building something big.”

      “Yes, and shipping all the deserters they recruited from the failed Earth invasion toward it.” The hologram finished loading, Onatiasha’s semi-orange glowing eyes analyzed the projection between them. “A ship?”

      “Not just any ship.” The hologram zoomed in closer to the massive battleship, while another image loaded of a command ship. “A dreadnought super-carrier hybrid, it will be the largest ship known when completed.”

      “Pointless,” Onatiasha said. She quickly noticed that it was longer than the command ship hologram being presented. “You can barely fit that inside a command ship.”

      “It won’t need a command ship. Its fire power output is said to be equal to half a fleet. It can launch three times as many fighters as our current carriers can, and as you can tell by its size it has more than enough room to hold thousands upon thousands of ground forces.”

      “A single command ship with a fleet worth of ships could still out perform that.”

      “Yes, but it takes a command ship at least eight years to rematerialize after passing through the space bridge. This ship can appear within hours.”

      Nonsense, she thought. The length of time it takes for a ship going through the space bridge is based on its size and mass. “How? Yes, it’s a single ship, but the mass of it alone will still result in it taking years to appear much like the command ship.”

      “Ah but remember, the Celestial Order isn’t just here in the empire, but in the Radiance Union as well. The Linl before joining the union discovered a means of reducing mass within an object. Radiance never integrated this tech into the union, deeming it against the will of their gods. The order however, has a very different interpretation of the Radiance gods and their holy texts.”

      Onatiasha grimaced at the statement, advance technology in the hands of religious zealots meant that a lot of people were going to lose their lives very soon. “So, they see this mass reducing technology as okay to use?”

      Halfheartedly Hasiv answered her. “Yes.”

      “And this ship has it. Wonderful.”

      “Not quite. Humans have it right now.” Hasiv took a deep breath, then continued to speak. “The mass reducing device was stored away at Lejorania Sanctum, a former Linl colony. The human refugees that fled Earth during our invasion made a new home there, and formed a military group to protect themselves. That group was given the technology and a few others to use since humans don’t follow the word of the Radiance gods. As long as that tech stays in the hands of humans, this ship will never be fully operational. Though I don’t think it will remain like that forever. The planet Foicanta is an order stronghold and it’s not far from Lejorania Sanctum.”

      “If the order attacks the human base on Lejorania Sanctum.”

      “They could get their hands on this, yes, and I’ve heard rumors humans have settled on Foicanta as well. If that’s true it will only make the order’s job easier.”

      Onatiasha once again looked at the holographic projection of the massive dreadnought and said. “They could then reduce the mass of the ship, send it through the space bridge and appear in any system of their choice throughout the galaxy in a matter of hours opposed to years.”

      “A fleet of these ships could bring the Hashmedai Empire and Radiance Union to ruins with ease,” Hasiv said while he waved his hand across the hologram, causing it and the blue and purple light it generated to vanish.

      “And the empress is supporting this project, thinking they’ll use it in her name.” Facing Hasiv, she asked. “What else do you have on this?”

      “That’s all I have, remember I am not with the order anymore. The contact on Paryo I told you about will have the latest details, including if they finished building this. Though, I’m fairly certain they did not.”
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* * *

      Zhinbryo shook his head as he walked through the halls of the manor. He was surprised at how everyone living here took advantage of the many pleasures to be found, while producing very little work. Yes, this was Taxah, a colony founded on the idea of Hashmedai returning and embracing the old ways of lust, pleasure, gaining material items namely ordinates for your home, more lust, and dominating the cold lands outside of the city.

      But there was a war going on.

      One that could result in exterior colonies like this being the last remaining Hashmedai strongholds should Radiance or the order become successful in their campaign. These people should be preparing for the unexpected, not bathing in fornication.

      “Zhinbryo, we need to talk.” Onatiasha’s voice echoed from his ear communication implant.

      “What do you wish to discuss?”

      “Not over the comm, let’s speak in person.”

      “My quarters should be fine then. I plan to retire for the evening.” The sun may be shining, but the day night cycles on this world were very different. If this was Paryo, or Earth the sun would have set hours ago.

      As planned, they met within Zhinbryo’s quarters, a small resting area with a bed at the back where he sat, and a desk and computer workstation on the opposite end, in which Onatiasha took a seat. A single dim light on the wall provided just enough illumination to see what was directly in front of them. Onatiasha finished bringing him up to speed regarding her latest discovery about the order.

      “How do we stop such a force?” Zhinbryo said after ten minutes of silence.

      “I don’t know,” said Onatiasha. “We still need to remain silent about how we conduct things. The order still believes that we know nothing of their existence.”

      “We need an army.”

      “Good luck with that, bad enough we lost most of our support in this matter. Jazz is back on Earth. Phylarlie is being useless as always and Kroshka...”

      “We should not bring the princess into this.”

      “Right, but as it stands, it’s just us two.”

      “An army of two.”

      “An army of two because nobody else in the empire can be trusted, because the order has infiltrated too many sections of it—” Onatiasha paused mid speech. An idea slapped into her mind. “Wait that’s it.” She spun around in her chair to directly address Zhinbryo.

      “Infiltrate the order?”

      She nodded. They were indeed on the same level of critical thinking. “We cut out its heart from the inside.”
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* * *

      Muro, Taxah, Uelcovis system

      The city of Muro was located at the base of the hill on which Hasiv’s manor was built. Taxah being a colony founded on the old ways of Hashmedai life featured smaller buildings with a simpler design. Many of them were built with wood and bricks and went no higher than three stories. The streets were made of marble, sometimes it was hard to tell with all the snow. Heavily populated areas like markets were plowed by laborers when people slept, so that they could walk freely when their day started.

      The downtown core was almost free of any signs of snow as far too many people needed to cross the streets in order to get to where they needed, especially the infamous entertainment districts. Every corner had some form of live performance on display. A strong blue-skinned man wearing nothing but a small loincloth dazzled spectators as he lifted heavy cinder cubes with one hand. Another man juggled five glass bottles flawlessly with his nimble hands and Hashmedai speed. A trio of young women danced in union, wearing nothing but black strips of ribbons that hung off their shoulders and dangled down toward their legs.

      Trios of women were a common sight, if they weren’t performing they were standing with their male partner in life, whom they all shared. Women who were single typically grouped together with two of their closest female friends and attempted to lure strong and independent alpha male men, whispering promises that their trio would make the perfect mates for him.

      Di’aria wondered what life would have been like had Radiance ships not landed on Paryo thousands of years ago offering the Hashmedai people technology to travel the stars. Would they still live like this? Or was the old doomed to become an act that only a small percentage of the population participated in.

      She walked into an auction house, several well-off nobles sat inside the darkened building, offering to exchange goods for a new young selection of servants and slaves. One by one, young men and women with various shades of blue skin were made to walk on the stage, while the auctioneer listed their status and skills as the buyers shouted what they were willing to trade to get the servant or slave in question. At times it was hard for her to understand what was being said, Taxahan Hashmedai spoke using the old Hashmedai language.

      Di’aria however, wasn’t interested in what was being offered. No, she was here for another reason. A man sat in the back row, he wore a black low cut V-neck shirt, his skin was a dark pink with short purple hair, and his eyes glowed a deep orange. Di’aria sat next him, and acted as if she was interested in purchasing a servant.

      “Is this your first time in a Taxahan city?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she whispered. “I’ve studied this world many times when I was younger. The planet that was a partial snapshot of the old Hashmedai ways.”

      “I’d ask if you were going to partake in some lust on the side but we have to accelerate our plans.”

      “I was a breeder. I’ve had my fair share of cocks in life anyways.”

      “The last human atomic weapon has been found.”

      “That’s a shame. I was hoping to spend a few days here before things got out of hand.”

      “They won’t get out of hand if we do our jobs correctly.”

      Di’aria conjured a small holographic window and forced it lower toward their legs, away from unauthorized eyes. The projection was one of both Onatiasha and Zhinbryo. “They have potential, the two I came here with”

      “I need proof.”

      “I’ll give it to you, just don’t get in my way,” she said, terminating the hologram. A tall muscular dark-blue-skinned naked man was brought on the stage. The auctioneer mentioned something about him being the perfect pleasure slave for women. “So, this is where Phylarlie and Noylarlie were born. I can see why Noylarlie has such anger issues. I’d be upset if this city was taken away from me.”

      Two classy women in front of Di’aria giggled and whispered to each other, before offering what they were willing to pay for the slave on stage, a cargo transport full of Kejnoran wine. Or was it two transports? Taxah had different words for numbers.
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      Imperial execution camp, Paryo, Uemaesce system

      Empress Y’lin stood in the center of a grimy boxed shaped camp. Hashmedai guardians armed with plasma pole arms stood side by side her as another group stood next to a small and cramped jail cell, the only one on the planet. Y’lin’s white hair blew backwards in the wind as the chilly winds brushed across the deep red make up on her mature face.

      Kroshka sat in a chair behind Y’lin, her hands trembled as she debated how she was going to get through this ordeal. She had her long platinum blonde hair hanging loose and wore a white translucent gown, much like the one Y’lin had on. Kroshka’s guardian Eeladen sat next to her donning the typical guardian heavy armor, shield and plasma sword holstered to his side.

      “Bring forth the next group,” Y’lin said. A group of prisoners were immediately yanked out of the jail by the armed pike men. Their faces and ripped clothes were covered in dirt. Some of them didn’t have any clothes on at all, especially the women. Kroshka didn’t want to know what the guards were doing with those women the night before.

      “You have all been convicted of the following crimes.” Y’lin began to read a holographic list that projected in front of her and addressed them respectively, “Theft, unauthorized murder, hiding a psionic within your household, theft, theft, desertion, refusal to perform assigned career path, hiding a psionic within your household, wait sorry, three counts of hiding psionics within your household.” She pushed the hologram away and stepped closer to the group. “The empire treats you well, protects you from the lunatics of the Radiance Union and any other danger the galaxy may place in your path. All I ask for in return is your loyalty and total devotion but the crimes you have committed clearly show, however, you are not loyal or devoted to me.” She walked past them, one by one, shaking her head in disgust, unaffected by the weeping noises some of them made. “Do you regret what you have done? Do you wish you had been loyal and devoted to me?” There was no reply. “Very well, none of you deserve to live!”

      Y’lin snapped her fingers and took a few steps backwards. Each accused person had their necks placed on a chop block as a man dressed in a black robe stepped behind them wielding a massive plasma cleaver. Their heads hit the floor one by one, blood gushing away from their necks. Plumes of smoke shot upwards with each strike as the heat from the plasma burned away the flesh as it was cut.

      Their screams created a terrifying sonata that pierced through Kroshka’s ears. She would have to cover her ears next time, shutting her eyes wasn’t enough. Kroshka opened them later, hoping that their bodies where at the very least carried away but they were not. She cringed while holding her still trembling hands toward her lips. Y’lin glared at Kroshka with disappointment in her yellow eyes. Kroshka needed a way out, and fast.

      “Mother?”

      “What is it?” Y’lin asked, walking toward her.

      “I see now why they should fear you. May I be excused from this?”

      “No!” Y’lin shouted as she grabbed Kroshka and yanked her up toward her. “You are an adult, it’s time you saw this aspect of our lives. As a future Empress, you will be expected to participate in these events.” Y’lin’s firm hand held onto Kroshka’s slender shoulder, pushing her closer to the blood drenched headless bodies. “Keep watching, there is more to come,” Y’lin said. “Bring forth the next group!”

      Another group was led out from the jail and forced to kneel before Y’lin on top of the blood-soaked floor, they weren’t given an option. Some were even forced to kneel on top of bodies, others had severed heads glaring up at them with their mouths and eyes still open from their screams of fear.

      “You have all been convicted of practicing religion, the worst crime of them all,” Y’lin said to the group. “Especially you.” She pointed toward an old man with tattered clothing, his pants now red from the blood below. “You were fraternizing with the Celestial Order. Do you regret what you have done? Do you wish you had been loyal and devoted to me?”

      Kroshka’s panic intensified upon hearing what Y’lin said. It wasn’t long ago she and Eeladen visited a Celestial Order temple. True, it was more to infiltrate the organization and learn more about them, but that was all that came out of that. If it wasn’t for the aid of Noylarlie who was clearly assisting them, the imperial capital would have been destroyed via a barrage of atomic weapons launched from Earth. She couldn’t bring herself to reveal their location and they returned the gesture by keeping the knowledge of her being there a secret. Should that secret be revealed... she knew the answer now.

      “Yes!” the old man cried.

      “Oh?” Y’lin said with interest in her voice.

      “Please forgive me, spare me! I felt lonely, depressed, I wanted something that would give me hope, hope for a better future free of war and conflict!”

      “And you thought praying to deities would help bring such a thing to reality?” Y’lin said to the old man. “Pray. Pray for us, pray for everyone here, and pray for your life to be spared.”

      The old man placed his hands together, shut his eyes, took a deep breath, then began to chant. “Stoarior, Tym, and Livie. Please, I’ve done everything you asked, helped those you wanted to be helped. Please, I ask of you to spare us, to forgive Y’lin for she is only doing what she was raised to do.” Kroshka saw Y’lin nod to the cloaked executioner. He crept behind the old man as he continued his praying. “Please, help guide her daughter Kroshka onto the right path—”

      A sudden and unexpected clean cut split the old man’s head in half like a melon. The rest of the accused followed, as the hulking executioner quickly grabbed them by the hair and one by one, removed their heads, kicking their squirting bloody bodies away while yanking the next person down onto their chop block like a butcher. Y’lin laughed at the sight and she forced Kroshka’s head straight and her eyes open.

      In truth, nobody was ever spared from execution even when they were given the chance to beg for forgiveness. The idea behind this act was to force the accused into making their final act in life, one of weeping, begging for mercy, and regretting their actions even if deep down inside they don’t.

      “What a fool,” Y’lin said, releasing Kroshka from her hands. “Look here everyone, he asked for his life to be spared and even prayed to the aliens he thinks are gods, did they spare him? No because they are not gods, they are a space race that visited our galaxy centuries ago, then left. They cannot hear you, they cannot save you and they do not care.” Y’lin’s fingers snapped toward the guards. “Bring forth the last group.”

      Kroshka saw the last group emerge from the darkness of the jail, they were a group of small children. “Children? Mother there must be a mistake!”

      “There is no mistake, Kroshka,” Y’lin said. “These are the offspring of our enemies still at large.”

      “They are children! They’ve done nothing wrong!”

      “Sometimes in life you must spare your enemies and slay their children. It is the Hashmedai way.” Y’lin nodded, as the children were given the same treatment as the last two groups as their heads, bodies and flowing blood was added to the pile. “To the rest of you,” Y’lin said to the guardians and warriors present. “Bring me human children, and the empire will take care of all your needs for life! Spread the word throughout the empire.”
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* * *

      Imperial Palace, Paryo, Uemaesce system

      Kroshka’s face was pale, more so than it normally was as she sat in her seat in a transport ship flying back toward the imperial palace. She remained silent, her trembling body and disturbed body language did all the talking on the short ride back home. It was a traumatic experience she did not want to relive, and one she had a hard time accepting that all past Emperors and Empresses did during their time. Even her dear father, she always imagined him as a man of peace and forgiveness.

      The doors to the transport rose open, revealing the hanger bay they came to land in. Imperial guards armed with pole arms side by side, formed a wall leading from the transport toward the main elevator. Y’lin stepped out first and nodded toward two servants to walk with her and clean tiny droplets of blood off her white gown. Kroshka and Eeladen followed directly behind.

      “Mother,” Kroshka said as she tried to keep out with Y’lin. “Are you sure those people committed the crimes they were accused of?”

      “Yes, never question our means of finding out the truth.”

      “How can you be sure? What if there was a mistake? A misunderstanding? Mistaken identity?”

      “We are Hashmedai, we never make such mistakes. Humans and Radiance will, that’s why they waste time with trials and tribunals. We are perfection.” They stopped before the elevator door. Y’lin clapped her hands twice at her servants. They knew the drill, stopping what they were doing and summoning the elevator on Y’lin’s behalf. “You have doubts, don’t you?” she asked as they waited.

      “No, it’s just—”

      Y’lin looked at Kroshka then grimaced as her hands reached out and grabbed her arm. “Your arms tremble,” Y’lin touched Kroshka’s hands thereafter. “And hands. You cannot be a ruler of the empire if things like this disturb you. Perhaps I was wrong, you spent too much time around humans, they’ve made you weak, corrupted your mind with their ideas.”

      “Mother...”

      “I should never have allowed you and your brother to go to Earth. Onatiasha and Zhinbryo, they all came back weaker than I had remembered, even that assassin what was her name?”

      “Phylarlie?”

      “Yes, she’s been quite useless to the guild upon her arrival. It’s as if humans have tainted your minds. Humans. They are a sickness to the galaxy.” The elevator doors swung open, Y’lin and her two servants, still attending to her gown, entered. “Sickness must be cured.”
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* * *

      A day had passed, during which Y’lin attended a regularly scheduled meeting with members of the Hashmedai military. They sat in a dark room around a circular desk, a spot light from above shining light down toward the desk. At the head of the desk was Y’lin, she wore a black and blue dress with a shimmering scarf around her neck. A headdress was nuzzled into her white hair consisting of black lace ribbons and gold chains.

      Grand Admiral Stukil Snowdrifter, General Foroth Victory, Captain Yominv Crossblade and Captain T’esih Ravencaller attended the meeting sitting at their designated chairs, donning their respective dark blue colored uniforms. All five of them looked at the hologram that loaded at a wave of Y’lin’s hand. Jazz and Veloshira’s likeness was displayed.

      “It’s been two months since Jazz and Veloshira left us,” Y’lin said. “What can you tell me about the situation?”

      “Our listening outpost on Helspan hasn’t reported anything new,” Stukil said. “As of right now the last detail about Veloshira and her apprentice is that they were seen working with an abandoned psionic named Whigli.”

      “According to whom?” she asked.

      “Archmage Noylarlie,” Stukil said. “Did she not inform you?”

      “She brought back that half-breed grandson of mine. I lost all interest in anything else she had to say.” Y’lin clenched her fist. “So, the president still lives?”

      “There’s no way of knowing those details,” Foroth said.

      “She lives,” Yominv said with a conceited grin and his arms folded. “And the Radiance fleet has been destroyed as well.”

      “How would you know of such a thing?” Stukil asked him.

      “I had a few ships enter the sector.”

      Stukil’s glowing yellow eyes stared directly at Yominv. “What?”

      “Under whose authority?” T’esih asked.

      “Better question is how,” Y’lin said as one orange and three yellow pairs of eyes all glared toward Yominv. “The last ship to use the space bridge to enter that sector was the Silver Raven.”

      “The space bridge wasn’t used at all,” Yominv said as his hands changed the hologram before them. A diagram of singularity bending the fabric of space time appeared. Besides the singularity on opposite ends were Paryo and Earth.

      “The wormhole,” Y’lin muttered as she looked fiercely at the projection. “I thought I made it clear to never conjure such a thing again until we understand it better!”

      “The wormhole is the fastest means of travel in the galaxy,” Yominv folded his hands together while leaning his body closer to Y’lin. “We are the only ones that possess it.”

      Y’lin stood in a rage, smashing her fists on the table. “Find where Noylarlie is, she must answer for defying my wishes!”

      “No, don’t,” Yominv said calmly. “I asked for her help, she did it because I made her.”

      “Why would you do such a thing?” Stukil said. Ignoring what the admiral had to say, Yominv waved his hand toward the hologram three times, eight pictures of debris in space appeared.

      All eyes were on it as T’esih asked. “What is this?”

      “Human bases and transports,” said Yominv. “Eight targets all destroyed by our forces within the last month.” The hologram shifted toward video playback of Hashmedai scout ships and interceptors ambushing human targets with explosive results. “This would not have been possible with other means.”

      “You realize the danger you have placed this whole system in?” Stukil said.

      “There is no danger,” Yominv said, switching the hologram to that of Hashmedai ships passing through the wormhole as it vanished. “This is proof of that, we can control when the wormhole opens and closes. It’s why I kept you all in the dark. You would never have trusted Noylarlie otherwise. She now knows how to control it, and we have begun to strike fear into the heart of the humans. Furthermore, my team has confirmed that Radiance will not be able to reinforce Earth for several more years at the earliest due to the distance between Earth and the nearest Radiance fleet.”

      “Fewer than ten human ships protect their world,” Foroth said.

      Yominv concurred, “Exactly.”

      Y’lin paused as she stared awhile longer at the holograms provided by Yominv. She finally spoke to the group after moving her head away from the projection. “We can wipe them out. Now.” Her head shifted toward Yominv, for the first time in a while she smiled with jubilation. “You’ve out performed every admiral in the fleet and did it on your own accord, excellent work Captain or should I say Vice Admiral.”

      “What?” T’esih shouted rising from her chair.

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” Yominv said with a bow.

      “I’m placing you in direct command of the invasion force.”

      “This is madness!” Stukil objected, anger augmenting his voice in the same manner as T’esih’s.

      “Empress, I must protest!” T’esih shouted. “I was promised to be promoted to vice admiral six months ago! I waited and worked hard for this!”

      Y’lin’s eyes stared furiously at T’esih and Stukil then later Foroth. Foroth may not have said much, but his body language projected the feeling that he sided with the other two. “I just returned from the execution grounds not long ago, I have no problems returning again.”

      “My apologies, I meant no disrespect,” T’esih said quietly. “It’s just—”

      “You will aid Yominv in the campaign, his ship will now need a captain to replace him.” Y’lin pointed toward Stukil. “And you, I want you to take command of the defense fleet around Paryo just in case the humans manage to gain a foothold here regardless. Foroth, send your finest warriors to the ships that will be under Yominv’s guidance.”

      T’esih, Foroth and Stukil reluctantly agreed and walked away from the meeting defeated, as Yominv walked away victorious.
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* * *

      Later that night, Y’lin sat on her large sequined couch within her personal study room. Behind her was a tall, wide window bringing in starlight from above, while a thick coverage of clouds below blocked out light from the city. Her glowing eyes shifted back and forth, reading text from a holographic window as it practically lit up her face as she read.

      “Enter,” she said as the door chime rang.

      Eeladen stepped through the sliding doors, adding to the lightless environment until the doors slid shut. Only his red eyes were visible afterwards as they moved closer to her.

      “Eeladen, thank you for visiting me.”

      “Anything for you my empress.”

      “You have been serving the empire as a guardian since you were of age to start training correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “Killed many Radiance rangers during your earlier missions,” she stood, walking around him, stroking her hands across his broad shoulders and chest. “Strong, very strong. You are attracted to Kroshka, yes?” He didn’t answer, but that was okay, his grin and flushing face was exactly what she wanted to see. “Your parents were loyal people as well, your mother trained servants for the palace, your father a commander aboard a stratosphere frigate.”

      “Uh, yes all true.”

      “And best part, you didn’t flinch once during the executions earlier.” She stopped in front of him, and guided the hologram she was reading toward him. “Take this, knowledge of the imperial ways, our family history, customs, secrets, everything. Read it, memorize it. I want you to become Kroshka’s mate.”

      “What? Me?”

      She placed her finger on his lips in a shut-your-mouth movement. “It’s not uncommon for an arranged bonding to happen within the imperial family. Even I, at an early age, was asked to join with the late emperor, weeks after I first bled. I am starting to get old. No matter what, Kroshka will have to take the throne, sooner rather than later. She will need an emperor. She will need to make babies, and I need that emperor to take on the main leadership of the empire, I cannot trust her to do it correctly so I need you to be that person.”

      Eeladen adjusted his posture to show his determination, his loyalty, and his total devotion. “I will not let you down. But,” Y’lin tilted her head, interested in what he had to say, “during the year I’ve been her guardian, I’ve come to learn several things about her. One of them being she will not accept me, not as guardian, not a friend, nor mate.”

      “What she wants is irrelevant, she is a princess and has a duty, and I need heirs to the throne that aren’t half breeds,” Y’lin began to unbutton her gown, she grinned as Eeladen’s eyes looked to the ceiling. “The bonding between you two will happen no matter what. All I ask is that you try to persuade her to accept it. In time, as she gets older, she will understand that it was necessary.”

      “Of course.”

      “One last thing,” Her gown fell to the floor, and her naked pale body was exposed to the young guardian who was getting hard. “I need you to copulate with me, a final test. I need to ensure my daughter will have the best in the bedroom.”

      “My... uh.”

      “Eeladen,” Y’lin wrapped her arms around him, pressing her breasts against his chest. “Take off your clothes. This is an order.”

      The sounds of their ecstatic duet flooded the chamber. Y’lin lost count of how many times he climaxed during their fiery, wet, and sticky romp. Nevertheless, she was satisfied with his performance, pleased with how he dominated her, like an emperor should. Her claws scraped against his firm back stopping midway, as his nonstop thrusting caused her body to quiver once again. Her head flicked backwards, making her hair splash against the back of the soft couch.
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* * *

      Kroshka’s dripping hand grabbed a hold of a towel one of her servants was using to dry her body upon her morning bath. She turned to the servant who looked back at her with a horrified look.

      “Who told you this?”

      “I’m sorry to have upset you.”

      “I’m not upset with you,” Kroshka said as she stretched her skinny arms out, allowing the servants to complete their duty drying her body off while another attended to her wet platinum hair. Kroshka grimaced during the entire session, and waited with anticipation until they were finished.

      An hour later she stormed into her mother’s sleeping chambers, an act that was now all too common. Y’lin wore a red dress, the sides were translucent. The parts of her skin that were exposed through the opaque sides appeared as a soft pink. Y’lin saw Kroshka and the white sleeveless dress she had on in the reflection from the large windows as she peered into the upper stratosphere of Paryo.

      “Mother!”

      “My child,” Y’lin pivoted to face her, “what is it?”

      “Bonding with Eeladen? I did not request this!”

      “I did, and you will become his mate.”

      “You cannot do this!”

      “I am the empress of the Hashmedai Empire, what I say goes.” Y’lin stepped closer as Kroshka looked at her outfit, confused. It was one of the more revealing ones Y’lin had, and she rarely wore it.

      Mother has not worn that in years, what triggered her to wear this now?

      “You will bond with him. You will have his children, beautiful strong children that will become the future rulers of our people.”

      Kroshka heard the sliding door behind her open, she saw from the corner of her eyes, a group of servants enter, all of them holding tailoring scanners.

      “You timing is impeccable,” Y’lin said as the servants crowded around Kroshka, scanning her arms, waist line, the length of her hair. “Take her measurements. I want her gown to be perfect.” Kroshka took three steps toward Y’lin in defiance, hissing through her fangs toward her. “Do not move from where you stand, if their measurements are wrong and the gown comes out awful I will have their heads. Something I do not think you want to be responsible for.”
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      Port Shala, Morutrin Prime, Morutrin system

      Finally, Avearan Slayer thought as she read the message she woke up to in her hotel room. A buyer for the strange gem she stole months ago had been found. They contacted her at the right time as her funds went below the halfway point. Part of that was her fault. Binge drinking and booking into hotels with high end security wasn’t cheap.

      But who could blame her? There were assassins looking for her, her mind kept swapping back and forth with a human doctor, then there was the hostage crisis at the Rabuabin restaurant. With all that behind her, she was asking for millions of credits for the gem, enough money to disappear from the empire, assassins, The Whisper, and all the craziness around her forever.

      She stepped off the rapid transit tram, entering a rundown district within Port Shala as heavy rain fell from the humid skies, drenching her long dark purple hair and psionic cybernetics visible through her sexy dress. She walked into a dark and dirty saloon full of Linl exiles and Hashmedai wanderers, following the directions of her buyer. Her red eyes began to glow as the low light environment consumed her. There he is! She thought laying eyes on a Hashmedai wearing a long back hooded jacket, sitting at the bar.

      She took a seat next to him eager to get this deal done and over with, he tilted his head toward her, and her mood changed from excited to fearful in an instant. The Hashmedai man hand pushed back the hood of his coat, revealing his green hair and a face she thought she ditched two months ago.

      Captain Trin Rage of the Dark Star.

      “I don’t normally read much into rumors,” Trin said. “But there were far too many floating around about a psionic fitting your description causing all kinds of trouble since you vanished from my ship.”

      Her first instinct was to get up and leave right away, maybe even knock him out with a psionic push. She would have the advantage as his cybernetic wiring was covered up by his jacket. She saw other familiar faces emerge from the crowd inside the bar, the rest of the crew from the Dark Star none of them had their cybernetics covered up as they quickly surrounded her. If she ran for the door, she was dead, if she attacked same results. It was an ambush and they had her were they wanted her.

      “Not to mention a psionic trying to sell a rather expensive gem,” Trin said as he finished his drink.

      “Walking away from your post is one thing,” said Wyngard Wisechild, the Dark Star’s second in command. “Trying to sell something for millions and not willing to share the profit with us?”

      “What do we do with her, Captain?” asked her mate, rather former mate, Garif Risingdawn.

      “I don’t know, let’s bring her back to the Dark Star and have her explain why she abandoned you and the rest of us.”

      She felt the cold touch of a slave collar wrap around her neck from behind. As it activated all of her psionic gifts became locked down while the bomb inside it primed, ready to explode if she didn’t comply or tried to run away.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Dark Star, Morutrin Prime, Morutrin system

      Avearan was thrown into the Dark Star’s cargo hold, a rusted and small chamber within the middle of the old hauler. A dozen metal crates rested on the floor, all of them opened and empty, the Dark Star’s crew must have made a sale recently of looted materials.

      Garif, Wyngard, and Trin all stood above Avearan with their arms crossed against their topless cybernetic bodies while Bira, Wyngard’s mate, performed maintenance work on the computer terminals inside, paying no mind to the fact Avearan was back and tied up. Like the rest of the crew, Bira was a psionic, the difference between her, however, was she never underwent augmentation, having fled the empire when her powers were discovered at a young age.

      “Unbelievable,” Trin said. “And what were you planning on doing had you sold that gem?”

      “Why didn’t you take me along?” Garif asked softly. He seemed upset.

      “Oh, shut up, I’m glad she didn’t, the two of you might have pulled this off then we’d be down two members!”

      Avearan stared up at them and mused about what they were going to do with her next. Have their way with her? No, as much as she didn’t like Trin or Wyngard, they both had buff bodies so the idea of all three of them stripping her naked and taking turns, turned her on more than frightened her. Besides, Bira wouldn’t have it and Bira was the hand that fed them, literally. “So, the airlock for me?” she asked, and given Trin’s past history with former crew members, she wouldn’t be shocked.

      “No, lucky for you I have a use for you. Got a big salvage deal coming up, had to delay it because you weren’t around to help out,” Trin said. “After that job, however, well we’ll see.”

      “What about this?” Bira asked from behind, as she held onto Avearan’s gem.

      “Keep it someplace safe, if the original owner shows up looking for it, they might pay top price, a price we’ll split with everyone!”

      They all nodded in agreement. “Now with that done with,” Wyngard said slapping his belly.

      “Yes, some food.”

      “Food will be ready soon boys,” said Bira.
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* * *

      The Dark Star’s crew all sat a large table in the mess hall, or the clean hall as Bira insisted on it being called. Anyone who was caught making a mess got a harsh lecture from her, then Wyngard the next morning as he’d never hear the end of it, as they entered their cabin to sleep for the night.

      The meal for the day was a carpaccio like dish, consisting of thin slices of flesh from local fish and meats smuggled in from Paryo. Expensive, but Bira refused to serve awful stews or rations to the crew. She took great pride in her meals, having spent her early life learning how to prepare meals. Before her psionics were discovered the empire assigned the career path of chef to her.

      It was savory meals like this which made Trin dedicate a portion of the ships operation budget toward getting good ingredients. Only the finest meal for Morutrin system’s all psionic salvager ship. As Trin swallowed a long cold piece of meat from his meal, he saw Wyngard fall over backwards. Too much to drink he figured, then remembered something significant about that thought. They ran out of booze a month ago, where did he get drinks?

      A few light chuckles were released by all as they expected Wyngard to get back to his feet, only he didn’t, there was no sign of movement at all. Trin stood to check on him, then Bira collapsed, her face falling directly into her plate. His eyes shifted toward Garif who in a panicked state got up but his body started to shake and fall.

      An assassin stun disk.

      His hands reached for his plasma pistol as it unloaded green bolts of light, burning blackened holes into the rusty walls. He had hoped that perhaps a stray shot will tag the assassin, using his psionics in a room full of his unconscious crew members had too many risks. Four more shots later, still nothing. All the while, he stood wandering who the assassin’s target was? Clearly not the crew or they’d be dead by now. Was it him? His psionic barrier activated.

      Below his feet seconds later, several disks ignited before he could step away, it took a huge toll on his shields as the assassin’s blades cleaved against him from behind. Before he knew it, his mind struggled to keep his shields stable, he fell to the floor afterwards due to the numbing shock of multiple stun disks. He was seemingly not the target as his body laid on the floor untouched in the seconds that passed.
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* * *

      Avearan saw the sliding doors connecting the cargo hold to the main hallways open, then close, yet nobody entered or exited. Nobody she could see at least, like an assassin.

      Oh fuck.

      She struggled to get up as her hands and arms were bound, the slave collar wasn’t helping either with the psionic lockdown. In the few seconds it took her to get to her feet she realized that there was no point to doing anything else. Whatever this assassin wanted, they got it. She was finished. As she waited for what was coming next, she couldn’t help but wonder, what would have happened if she had just not followed up with that message?

      The assassin decloaked in front of her. To her relief it was Phylarlie. There was only a fifty percent chance she would kill her unlike the rest.

      “What are you doing here?” Avearan asked.

      “Something stupid that will probably get me executed,” Phylarlie said. “But, as I said before, you and I aren’t finished.”

      “I don’t know your sister personally.”

      Phylarlie yanked onto Avearan’s collar, dragging her closer. “You were on her ship, or at least close to it. I don’t know because you vanished when we were supposed to talk!”

      “You should have just killed me when you had the chance, if the captain were to see you.”

      “He won’t, I took care of them,” she said and began cutting her bindings loose with her daggers. “So, you know the captain. I’m going to assume I’m talking to Avearan then, and not the other one, right?”

      Fair question, two months ago Avearan’s body was randomly in control of that human, Ella. “My mind has not swapped with her since the hostage fiasco.”

      “Good, that was really confusing.” The last of Avearan’s binding was cut away, falling to the floor. “Now let’s get you out of here.”

      Bira smashed a heavy pot against the back of Phylarlie’s head, sending her to the floor. Avearan looked on in shock as the deep pink haired woman stood above her. Avearan didn’t know what to make of the situation, not only did Bira single handily take down a trained assassin, she came into the cargo hold without them realizing it. Lesson learned, never upset the chef.
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* * *

      Twenty minutes later and with a massive pulsing pain radiating away from Phylarlie’s head, she woke up. Her weapons, disks, and battery pack were no longer in her possession. Leaving her wearing the light assassin’s amour set up she came in with, oh and a slave collar. She tilted her head and quickly noticed her black hair kept floating in front of her face, she was weightless. The Dark Star was in space. Behind her she saw a glass door with the crew of the Dark Star standing before it, all them grinning. On the opposite end, she saw a metal door, with a small window up top, there was a little bit of sunlight pouring through it, light from the Morutrin star. She pulled herself up to get a closer view out the window, and confirmed her fear, she was staring at the blackness of space, this was the airlock.

      “Next time you board my ship,” the green haired man’s voice came via an intercom, “you should just all out kill us, we’ve been stunned so many times by assassins we’ve built up a natural immunity to your stuns, we recover faster than most people.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” Phylarlie turned back toward her captors.

      “Now young lady,” the man said. “There are three kinds of people that board this ship, members of the crew, invited people, and uninvited people. I don’t recall inviting you on board so that kinda narrows it down to crew or uninvited.” Phylarlie replied by hissing at him as her retractable claws slid out from her fingers. “People that are part of the crew, work hard, eat and earn a split of our profits,” he said. “People that are uninvited get put out the airlock.”

      She remained silent and defiant in her stance, so he started pushing a series of buttons next to the airlock entrance. An airlock warning alarm sounded, prompting Phylarlie to get closer to the glass door, hissing loudly in anger like a caged beast.

      “So, I ask you this,” he said. “Who are you? Crew or uninvited guest?”
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* * *

      The next day was met with the sounds of the Dark Star crew laughing and enjoying dinner for the night, this time without an assassin interrupting their fine cuisine. There was no laughter coming out of Phylarlie, having agreed to Trin’s terms, becoming a member of the crew. While everyone else dined and drank, her mind wandered aimlessly, trying to conjure a plan for escape and a plan to get what she came aboard in the first place, information on her sister Noylarlie, information she was so close to getting.

      So close.

      Nothing’s ever easy...

      Her body floated above the cold rusty steel of the Dark Star’s engine room, scrubbing and cleaning the floors as well as tools and equipment. Her pale blue skin was now tarnished with blotches of black from the oil and rust. The dirty tools in her hands, that just refused to be cleaned caused her to hiss and toss them across the room in a fit of rage, it flew backwards spiraling away as they hit the wall.

      One such tool narrowly missed Avearan as she entered with food wrapped up in bag and a bottle of water. Avearan jerked backwards, then slowly peeked in to see if it was safe to enter, grinning at the slave collar they now donned like it was a new fashion.

      “Came to laugh at me?” Phylarlie said.

      “I came to make sure you finished your duties quickly, the captain has other tasks that need to be finished tonight.” Avearan swam closer handing Phylarlie the nourishment she brought in. “So eat.”

      Phylarlie’s soiled hands reached for a floating towel, wiping them clean. The towel went from white to black in seconds as she pitched aside and took hold of Avearan’s gift. “For the record, this wasn’t part of the plan.”

      “It wasn’t part of mine either.”

      “Well then, let us get back to the topic of my sister.”

      Avearan glanced backwards toward the entrance. “Not here.”

      “Why not?” Phylarlie knew why, Avearan clearly didn’t want the rest of the crew to know. She only asked as she was curious to hear her reasoning.

      “Let’s just say, she’s working with people that could get her executed,” Avearan said then continued in a lower tone of voice. “If she’s so important to you, you’ll want no one on the crew to hear us talking about it out here.”
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* * *

      Crimson Arrow, Paryo orbit, Uemaesce system

      Parcisei lowered the cracked screen from his data pad away from his eyes as he watched Noylarlie enter another one of her bizarre meditation trances. One of many she started doing ever since she attuned to the red gem. She made her body float dead center within the weightless cockpit of the Crimson Arrow with her face and body tilted upwards like she was floating on top of a swimming pool. The gem floated above her augmented blue skinned belly, shining its glow downwards while her cybernetics reflected the light back up to the ceiling. Her raven black hair remained perfectly still as her hands cupped the gem.

      Watching the experience made him wonder what happened to the gem Fahia gave him after leaving the Cerbillon system. When the truth came out that the gem Noylarlie had wasn’t the one Fahia gave him, Fahia went berserk scolding him for lying in the first place, then for losing it.

      The last two months, Parcisei found himself searching every section of the Crimson Arrow reviewing all flight cam footage in hopes of finding the gem, nothing. Yet the Crimson Arrow was the only ship he’d been on, and the only place that was safe for him. Radiance space and the Morutrin system were the only places for him to walk about outside of the Crimson Arrow, and even then, he was fairly certain his name was placed all over wanted holograms within the union after the jail break in Lejorania.

      Wait, that’s it.

      There was a brief period he wasn’t on the Crimson Arrow, and it was shortly after getting the gem. He was placed aboard the Dark Star as part of a deal to smuggle him out of the system into Morutrin, in which he waited for Noylarlie to pick him back up as they made their trek to Earth. The gem had to have vanished in that time frame, Avearan was the only crew member from the Dark Star that knew he was there, and knew he had the gem. Avearan stole it, either that or it was dropped and she picked it up, either way that gem vanished from him when he was on the Dark Star. Someone was going to have a really, really bad day.

      Danyal Aksoy floated past Parcisei, the Hashmedai human hybrid they swiped from Earth as per cryptic directions from a vision Noylarlie had of Hannah. The Hashmedai human hybrid who also turned out to be the bastard son of the late Prince Akeia of the Hashmedai Empire.

      “How often is she going to be doing that?” Danyal asked Parcisei speaking in the Hashmedai language, something he picked up quite well thanks to the language learning devices.

      “Until she gets bored.”

      “Well, I’m done with the engine checks,” Danyal said.

      Parcisei pondered his plan for getting the gem and began making plans for Danyal to be part of it. Ever since Y’lin rejected Danyal, he was forced to live aboard the Crimson Arrow, doing trivial tasks. Not something a future emperor should be doing. If Danyal was to become the heir to the throne, he needed to learn more of the galaxy. Earth may be part of the galactic stage, but there’s no way the humans could teach Danyal everything about the known galaxy, never mind the fact he was in prison when they grabbed him.

      Noylarlie’s eyes opened as she awoke from her meditation, and her body floated back down, right side up.

      “Another job?” Parcisei asked her.

      “Yominv has been promoted to admiral,” she said. “And yes, another operation.”

      “I told you joining the order was the right thing.”

      “Let’s get one thing straight.” She extended her index finger toward his face. “I’m not a member of the Celestial Order.”

      “But you did help us. The gods will be thankful for what you’ve done,” said Parcisei.

      “I’m just making sure I got friends in the right places, Y’lin may have given my title back, but I still don’t trust or like her.”

      “So, on a completely unrelated note,” Parcisei said. “I want to borrow the Crimson Arrow.”

      “Go fuck yourself.”

      “I knew you’d say that! I know you so well!” She turned her back toward him as he floated into the cockpit next to her. “But hear me out, I need to head to Morutrin Prime and you have done very little with this ship since you started working with Yominv. And to think you got another assignment, more time away from us.”

      “Morutrin Prime? Why do you need to go there?”

      “Remember that gem I lost? Yeah, so you see, I very much do miss having sex with Fahia. If I can get it back, I might be able to patch things up with her.”

      “You think it’s there?”

      “I know it’s there, or at least was. I plan to track the person that yanked it,” Parcisei said. “Look if you need the ship back just make one of those fancy wormholes to Morutrin, you’ve been there so it shouldn’t be hard for you to create one that links to that system. You can have the Crimson Arrow back any time, I’m just going to park it there anyway unless something comes up.”

      Noylarlie gestured toward Danyal as he watched them talk, shaking his head. “You need to take him along.”

      “I plan to!”

      “Along where?” Danyal looked concerned.

      “To see the rest of the galaxy my friend!” said Parcisei. “If you are going to be the future emperor you must learn of all the other places out there.”

      “Is it close to Lejorania Sanctum?” Danyal asked.

      “No, and we’re not going there as I said earlier,” said Noylarlie.

      Ever since Danyal learned how to talk with Parcisei and Noylarlie, one request he kept making over and over was assistance in locating the daughter of a friend of his. His now deceased cell mate. The problem was the fact that neither Noylarlie nor Parcisei cared, and Danyal provided very little detail to help them search for her. All they knew was her name, Rana Farhadi, and that she was one of the human refugees taken away from Earth to Lejorania Sanctum. Outside of that, they know nothing, and weren’t risking losing everything they worked for thus far.

      “Lejorania Sanctum is quite the distance away,” Parcisei said. “But Morutrin is a lawless and contested region of space, smugglers and people that sell information frequently travel there. You might find the answers you’re looking for.”

      There was nobody objecting to the proposal, a good sign for Parcisei as he turned toward Noylarlie to confirm. “Deal?” then back around to Danyal “Deal?”

      “If I need the Crimson Arrow I’m coming to get it,” Noylarlie said. “You’ll need to drop what you’re doing and get aboard or I’m leaving you behind.”

      “Him too?” Parcisei said cocking his thumb backwards toward Danyal. “He’s important to the order’s plans!”

      “As I said, I have not given the order my full loyally.”

      “Neither have I,” said Danyal. “I’m just here because you guys took me away from Earth, I got nothing else planned outside of finishing my prison sentence back on Earth and finding Rana. And I’d rather do the latter than the former.”

      Parcisei’s left and right index fingers aimed toward Noylarlie and Danyal respectively. “So, deal then, ya?”

      “Whatever, man, if this is going to make me some big ruler of the galaxy at a faster rate I’m game for it.”

      “I need to go,” Noylarlie said with urgency in her voice then vanished instantly, flooding the cockpit full of bright blue light.

      “Of course that would happen,” Parcisei said floating his body into the main seat up front. “Now we’ll have to take the space bridge.” As his hands piloted the Crimson Arrow out of orbit and toward the space bridge, he turned back toward Danyal with one last and important question. “How good is your Radiance tongue?”

      Not everyone on Morutrin Prime spoke Hashmedai.
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* * *

      Claw of the Empire, Paryo orbit, Uemaesce system

      The Claw of the Empire was one of many Hashmedai destroyers orbiting Paryo, waiting with vigilance for the call of action. Or in this case, the call of empire’s most talked about Archmage.

      Noylarlie’s presence come into sight from her bright teleportation light aboard the Claw of the Empire’s main bridge. Several bridge crew members couldn’t help but watch as the young and deadly woman stepped toward Admiral Yominv, her steps made possible by the personal gravity well she conjured for herself. It wasn’t necessary, but the imagery of her being able to walk normally in a weightless place like the bridge sent out a powerful reminder to everyone else. She had the power and wielded it for one person in particular.

      Yominv sat in his central commander’s chair strapped in via seat belts across his chest. He looked away from the tiny projection he was reading to address Noylarlie. “Good to see you Archmage.”

      “What is it,” she said, sounding bored.

      “My associates are finishing up an operation,” he said. “I need you to get them out of there and begin laying the ground work for our next task.”

      “Give me a moment,” she said as her psionic thoughts forced the gem that was resting between her breasts to float in front of her face.

      “You’ll also be happy to know the empress fully supports you in your new-found talents.”

      “Since when do we need her blessing for anything?”

      “We don’t, but we also don’t have a fleet as large as the empire’s to carry out our goals.” The gem began to shimmer vigorously, creating a reddish rue that splashed across their bodies. “We need to have friends in the right places.”

      A swirling vortex ripped open the fabric of space and time, linking a small pocket of space in front of the Claw of the Empire toward the Sol system.
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      ESV Winston Churchill, Uranus orbit, Sol system

      Winston Churchill decelerated from its sub light speeds and propelled itself into Uranus’ orbit. The outpost in question was a small space station in orbit around the blue ice giant. It was a disk shaped object that had no habitat ring, one of the first built outposts before habitat rings became standard on all large ships and stations. The purpose of the outpost was to provide early warning detection in case of future Hashmedai attacks and to ping Epsilon Eridani from time to time, the closest Hashmedai controlled star system to Earth.

      It was covered in an array of solar panels that provided extra power in conjunction with its central reactor. A small hanger bay was located on the underside of it, while a multitude of airlocks decorated the walls on the outside. The mining platforms had a similar design, disk shaped stations that held stores of helium-3 extracted from Uranus’ atmosphere. Due to Uranus escape velocity being the lowest of the four ice giants, it became the prime location for all helium-3 mining in the system. Small ships with its valuable cargo were typically seen traveling back and forth from the mining platforms and Uranus, well under normal circumstances.

      Now, all mining has been put on hold as due to the recent Hashmedai attacks and now the outpost going dark. Its lights out, no ships docking or leaving, no communication and worst of all, no witness to what happened despite being so close to the mining operation. It was a sight all too eerie for Captain Xavier as he stood watching the central three-dimensional hologram on the bridge.

      “Still no response, Captain,” Yates reported from her station. “The helium mines report not seeing anything out of the ordinary either.”

      “Any signs of an attack?” Xavier asked.

      “None sir, as far as I can tell someone just shut out the lights and said nothing.”

      “I am unable to establish a connection to their internal network,” EVE reported.

      Xavier cocked his head back toward the psionic work station. “Michei?”

      “It’s just us, the outpost, and the mines out here,” Michei reported.

      “Any life signs?” Xavier asked, since the Winston Churchill scanners couldn’t detect life from inside of a ship or station, perhaps Michei could sense something, anything.

      “Scanning for individual non-psionic people at this distance was a skill I wasn’t very good at, most psionics aren’t.”

      Xavier looked at the projection once again thinking of what could have happened. No signs of an attack, no response, power was out, no distress signal. They could scan and stare at the station all they wanted, the answers laid inside.

      “Have EDF suit up,” Xavier ordered. “I want them to check it.”
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* * *

      Earth Cube, Geneva, Earth, Sol system

      Viceroy Ure Crimei walked with a sense of urgency out from an elevator. He was deep within Earth Cube while a narrow hallway led him toward the war room. A rectangular shaped room used by the president of Earth, high ranking generals, admirals, and various other VIPs key to the UNE’s defense and operation.

      A long oval shaped table was in the middle of the room in which a large hologram projected above it displayed critical information in regard to ship deployment or special operations, in this case the Winston Churchill in orbit around Uranus. At the far wall, opposite of the entrance was several holo screens replaying live video feeds from the Winston Churchill’s bridge and tactical visor cam footage from the EDF soldiers that were getting ready to deploy. The flag of the UNE was hung on all four walls of the room.

      Crimei took one step inside of the war room, only to have two UNE soldiers push him away. General Robert Landis saw Crimei trying to enter to the room and said. “Hold on, you can’t be here.”

      “I used to be allowed to,” Crimei said.

      “Until your people turned tail and ran.”

      “Let him in.” It was President Mariana Salamanca. “I did promise to speak with him.”

      “With all due respect, Madam President,” said Fleet Admiral Mohammed Singh “Now is not the time.”

      “I think now is the perfect time,” said Salamanca as she turned away from Crimei to look at the holo screens.

      Crimei took a seat next to Salamanca along with the rest of at the table. As per the original agreement between the UNE and Radiance, the Viceroy was to work closely with the president during operations such as this since all UNE ships had Radiance psionics aboard.

      “So why haven’t you left?” Salamanca whispered to Crimei.

      “I can’t just get up and leave with so much at stake,” he said. “Not yet at least.”

      “Live video from the other side of the solar system, the QEC is remarkable,” Salamanca said to the group as she looked back at the holo screens displaying the Winston Churchill’s bridge operations. “How soon before all of our ships get one?

      “If the Radiance fleet wasn’t shot to hell, the Sun Tzu, Wilfrid Laurier, and Barack Obama would have had them installed by now,” Singh said.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Uranus orbit, Sol system

      Chris, Sarah, Karen, and Tom floated onto the flight deck and were guided toward a transport ship with its doors wide up. All four were equipped with their protect suits armed with their Earth modified magnetic rifles. Chris saw dozens of crewmen prepare and load the Solaris fighters with plasma missiles. As they began to float aboard the transport, Jacob’s large body appeared around the corner tapping Chris on the shoulder.

      “What’s up?” Chris asked.

      “Sendin’ you but not us eh?” Jacob crossed his arms. “Was hoping to test out the new gear.”

      “To be fair, marines are better suited for ground combat, and this rig doesn’t have a habitat ring.”

      “I suppose you’re right.”

      “Only four of us anyways man, if we run into trouble...”

      Jacob laughed. “Gonna be my arse pulling ya out of the fire eh?”

      “Let me know how your new toys hold up on the shooting range,” Chris said.

      The two men exchanged fist bumps and floated away, Chris aboard the transport, Jacob toward the exit of the flight deck. Sarah, Tom, and Karen were all strapped into their chairs while Chris floated toward the cockpit, and sat next to Ensign Lu.

      The transport’s engines fired up, blasting its blue colored thrust outwards, propelling it out from the Winston Churchill and into the depths of space. Chris could see faint sunlight from behind illuminating the side of Uranus they were facing as the transport flew closer to the disk-shaped space station.

      “So how do we get inside?” Lu asked as the station started to take up two thirds of the view from the windshield.

      “Ring the door bell and hope someone opens up?” Karen said.

      “I got a few ideas,” said Tom. “All of them revolve around us blowing stuff up.”

      The transport circled the outpost for several minutes, Lu sighed as they completed one full lap around it. “Docking ports are all shut,” he said. “Airlocks too and with no power running good luck getting them open.”

      “Latch us onto that airlock,” Chris said. “The one over there.” He pointed toward the airlock in question.

      Lu commanded the transport to line up and attach to the airlock. The doors of the transport opened but as expected, the airlock doors remained shut. Chris unhooked his seat belt and floated toward the entrance along with the rest of his team.

      “Is this the part where I get to blow up the door with P-4?” Tom asked. Sarah reached up toward the overhead storage cabinet, and withdrew a two-handed plasma cutting saw. She tossed the weightless tool toward Tom. Chris and Sarah smirked at him. “Well that’s no fun!”

      Tom held the device toward the exposed airlock door. A thin green beam of plasma shot out and melted a hole through it. Tom guided the device in a slow circular motion, leaving behind a trail of glowing red on the door as the beam melted and cut through the metal. He crashed his foot against the door several times after the circle was complete, until a hulk of metal flew back, hitting the secondary airlock door. The process was repeated.

      Inside the station was just darkness. Flashlights mounted into the barrels of their rifles lit up the pathway. After five minutes of floating through the pitch-black halls, they discovered one piece of the puzzle. Two dead bodies of UNE personnel. Stale orbs of blood hovered next to their corpses, burn marks were visible on their uniforms, one person had his head cut clean off, the mangled stump that once connected his head to his body was seared a dark black color.

      “Well shit,” said Chris.
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* * *

      Earth Cube, Geneva, Earth, Sol system

      “Well shit.”

      Everyone in the war room had their eyes fixed on the tactical visor camera footage from the EDF personnel. Four windows hovered, each with a caption listing the name of the person they were watching. Chris’ camera got the most attention as he looked at the bodies closely, examining their wounds.

      “Those look like plasma slashes,” Landis said.

      “It’s the Hashmedai,” Crimei said. He bore witness to the brutally of Hashmedai in combat during his younger years as a third-class ranger.

      They watched on as the EDF proceeded further into the dark abyss. More dead bodies started to come into view.

      “That body,” Landis said, pointing to Karen’s camera feed. She looked at a charred spinning corpse. “Burned to a crisp. Psionic?”

      “Probably,” Crimei said. “Though Michei reported no major psionic activity.”

      “Then whoever did this is long gone,” Singh said.

      “Or hiding somewhere close by.” Landis added. “We should have them pull back and search the area.”

      “No, not yet,” Salamanca said. “I want to know what happened there.”

      “We could have the Winston Churchill deploy fighters on a wide patrol,” Singh suggested.

      After a ten second pause, Salamanca said, “Do it.”
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Uranus orbit, Sol system

      “Captain,” Yates called out to Xavier. “Command believes Hashmedai might be in the sector, they want us to send a squadron out on patrol.”

      “Aye,” he said then opened a communication to the flight deck. “Aura, you’re up.”
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* * *

      Gladius squadron, Uranus orbit, Sol system

      Twelve Solaris fighters launched out from Winston Churchill one by one. Gavin doubled checked his holographic HUD while Aura’s voice over the radio requested everyone to check in. After the check in was complete Aura said in her English accent Gavin came to know and love. “All right guys, you all know the situation, let’s break into two fighter groups and circle around the AO. You see anything that doesn’t like you, fuck ‘em up. Gladius two you’re with me.”

      “Solid copy lead,” Gavin said and piloted his fighter next to hers.

      Ten minutes later there were six groups of two fighters patrolling the sector around Uranus. Gavin looked in awe as his and Aura’s fighters made a fly by past the moon Miranda and its rugged landscape.
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* * *

      UNE Outpost, Uranus orbit, Sol system

      “Command center should be this way,” Sarah said, reading a flicking direction map on the wall.

      Her finger pointed toward one of the corridors at the four-way intersection they stopped at. The four EDF moved toward the command center, the jets on their suits launched them down the corridor at a rapid pace. More bodies and body parts spiraled out of control as they flew past them. A large metallic door sliding blocked their way into the command center. They gave up trying to open it manually after three failed attempts of all four of them trying to pull it across.

      “Shut tight and locked,” said Chris. “Might be survivors inside hiding.”

      “Or a Hashmedai death squad,” Sarah said.

      Chris motioned to Tom. “Richards, cut this door open.”
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* * *

      Earth Cube, Geneva, Earth, Sol system

      “You know why the council is withdrawing support right?” Crimei whispered to Salamanca while they watched the EDF cut the door open with a plasma cutter.

      “For backing down from joining the union,” Salamanca whispered back. “Yes, I don’t need to be fucking reminded.”

      “Please, please tell me it has nothing to do with that assassin.”

      “Johnson had nothing to do with it, it’s just,” she adjusted her glasses, “the Hashmedai on Earth. Something needs to be done with them.”

      “My people offered you solutions years ago.”

      “And some of my people took them in.”

      “And those people led to the creation of the HLF.”

      “Truth be told, my plan was to have them all loaded onto one of our ships and taken to Epsilon Eridani, and dropped off as the ship turned back toward Earth before the Hashmedai realize it was an Earth ship.”

      Crimei sat back in his chair and quickly glanced at Landis and Singh. Neither of them noticed them talking. Good. “Another suggestion that was brought up years ago,” he said.

      “Hard to deport Hashmedai when the HLF protected and hid so many,” Salamanca said softly. “Besides your fleet is gone, I need every Earth ship here protecting Earth now. Those Hashmedai will have to stay with us. I will not hand them all over to Radiance.”

      “Why? They tried to wipe you out, they ran a terrorist organization.”

      “There are thousands of Hashmedai children on Earth, whose only crime was being born on the wrong planet. I cannot and will not send them to Radiance death camps. I may believe in your gods, but as human, I just can’t do that. If we join the union now, that will happen as we’ll have to take orders from the council.”

      “Yes, but,” he leaned in closer, “you could be on that council.”

      “Where my votes get shut down by the other five members that vote in favor to have all the Earth Hashmedai put to death—” She stopped mid-sentence, as the holo screen showed footage of the door cut open and the EDF team moving in. Everyone in the room looked on in anticipation, in hopes that there were survivors.

      “Oh my god.”
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* * *

      UNE Outpost, Uranus orbit, Sol system

      The four EDF members floated through the cut door way into the command center. It was a circular room lined with computer stations, holograms, and more dead bodies. The lights from the ceiling flicked on and off caused by them being shot at during the struggle.

      “Command center was compromised as well, no signs of survivors,” Chris said to the Winston Churchill.

      All four EDF members split up to search the command center. Every computer Chris came to either had sparks and smoke flying out from it, or just straight up had no power. All these people and none of them could have sent a distress call? Chris thought. Whatever hit them, it had to be a well-timed and rapid strike. The backup systems should have provided enough juice to get a distress call out during the struggle.

      “This station still looks active,” Karen said from behind him.

      “Grab what data you can,” Chris said to her. “Maybe that will shed some light on what’s going on.”

      “Staff Sergeant,” Tom called out to Chris. “What do you make of this?”

      Chris’ jets made soft hissing sounds as they propelled him toward the terminal Tom was studying, or rather the strange cylindrical device attached to the bottom of it. It was covered in flashing white lights almost like a tiny Christmas tree. They moved in closer to stare at it. Finally, Tom concluded. “Not our tech, that’s for damn sure.”

      “Winston Churchill,” Chris transmitted. “You seeing this?”
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Uranus orbit, Sol system

      “Aye, we are,” Xavier said, looking at the video feed from Chris’ tactical visor. “Look familiar to ya Michei?”

      “Nothing my people would use, probably Hashmedai,” Michei said. “But I’ve never seen such a device used by them.”
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* * *

      UNE Outpost, Uranus orbit, Sol system

      “I wanna say we should leave it alone in case it’s a bomb,” Tom said.

      “If it’s a bomb, why hasn’t it gone off yet? Whoever planted this here had plenty of time to clear the area and blow it up if that was their plan,” Chris said. “No, I don’t think this is a bomb. Look at this.” He pointed toward a tiny array sticking out from the side of the device.

      “A transceiver?”

      “It’s a communication device.”

      “Okay I’m in,” Karen said from the single active computer station in the back. “Download is in progress.”
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Uranus orbit, Sol system

      Three minutes had passed since Karen started the download. The bridge crew waited for the resulted to be transmitted to them as several of them looked on at the central projection displaying the feed from the four aboard the outpost.

      Michei froze and his face winced, Xavier suspected something wasn’t okay with him.

      “Livie’s balls,” Michei said quietly to himself.

      “What is it?” Xavier asked.

      “Psionic activity in the outpost!”

      There were no Radiance psionics assigned to work at this outpost. And since human ones aren’t supposed to exist means only one thing. “Boyd, heads up, you got company!”
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* * *

      UNE Outpost, Uranus orbit, Sol system

      Tom’s body suddenly began to shake violently and became limp. Chris knew all too well what just happened as he quickly aimed his rifle forward.

      “Assassin! Everyone ball up and shoot!”

      They grouped up placing their backs next each other, while Sarah ensured Tom’s body floated and stayed close to floor as they all fired in random directions.

      “What’s the status of the download?” Chris shouted over the loudness of three blazing magnetic rifles desperately trying to flush out their invisible foe.

      “Forty-three percent!” Karen said quickly looking down at her wrist mounted computer.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Earth Cube, Geneva, Earth, Sol system

      “Get them out of there now!” Landis screamed, slamming his fist on the desk.

      “If they move out of range, the download will be interrupted,” Salamanca said. “We’ll never know what happened!”

      “We can always come back,” Landis said.

      “I’m sure that assassin will ensure there won’t be anything of value left behind,” Salamanca said.

      What transpired on the holo screens was hard to follow. But from what Crimei could gather, one of the stray bullets seemed to have hit the assassin in question. The three active EDF video feeds zeroed in on where the bullet had impacted and started concentrating their blazing weapons discharge in that area.

      “Holy shit,” Singh said.

      “This is the EDF, they are trained for situations like this,” Salamanca said. “They’ll handle it.”

      An assassin appeared seconds later on Chris’ screen. Crimei saw his rifle move to target it only for waves of blue light to sweep the assassin away from the bullets that came after.
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* * *

      UNE Outpost, Uranus orbit, Sol system

      “Ensign we need the transport out of range now!” Chris transmitted.

      The assassin had jump ported down the corridor they just came from and with their luck heading toward the airlock to take out Lu. Another assassin tactic Chris remembered from his stay at Alpha Centauri. Kill the pilot, everyone else suffers.

      “I don’t follow,” Lu said.

      “Do it now before you have an assassin blade pushed into your guts!” Chris said, and the tapped a button on the back of his neck activating EVA mode, forcing his suit and helmet to seal up and provide life support, turning it into a space suit. “Once the transport leaves, the whole station will be exposed to space. Gonna lose atmosphere people get ready!”

      Karen and Sarah prepared their suits while Chris floated toward Tom, and activated his suits EVA mode. “Everyone hang on!” Sarah shouted, grabbing onto a handle bar.

      Karen did the same while Chris was tasked with the duty of hanging to something stable with one hand with Tom’s body wrapped in his free arm. They all braced themselves as the transport pulled away, seconds later, the vacuum force outside roared, blowing everything between the airlock and the command center out into space.

      Chris somewhat felt sorry for all the bodies that were now on their way out. Sure, they were already dead, but haven’t they suffered enough? Gutted by Hashmedai plasma weapons and now tossed through a maze of corridors leading to and out the airlock. His thoughts on the dead stopped as he saw the strange device they found shoot toward the entrance.

      “Shit, don’t lose that!” Chris shouted.

      Sarah let go of her handle and her body was pulled toward the door along with the device. Chris was about to rage and call her insane, until she not only grabbed onto the device but managed to hang onto the side of the cut entrance.

      Minutes later after the decompression things began to settle as Tom regained movement of his body. Chris took the time to quickly explain what happened and what he just missed as Sarah’s jets propelled her back toward the group.

      “You think that assassin got blown out as well?” Karen asked.

      “I want to say yes, but nowadays these fuckers always find a way to do the impossible,” Chris said.

      A flashing ‘100 percent’ and full progress bar appeared on Karen’s wrist computer screen. “Download complete,” she said then punched in a command. “I’m uploading to it the WC now.”

      “I think we’re done here,” Chris said and proceeded to contact Lu. “Ensign—”

      An explosion from the aft section of the station sent a massive and violent shockwave through the corridors that slammed them backwards as it blasted into the command center.

      Beyond the orbit of Uranus, a Hashmedai carrier and wave after wave of interceptor fighters appeared through a ghostly vortex. The Winston Churchill was several thousand kilometers in front of it. And between the two ships? The outpost as tiny bolts of plasma from the interceptors slammed into it, removing, or melting small chunks of it with each successful shot.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Uranus orbit, Sol system

      “Now where the fuck did they come from?” Xavier said as the central hologram switched to a tactical display of their current situation.

      Multiple red dots shot out from the larger red dot representing the carrier. It was launching interceptors. Lots of them.

      “Unknown, sir, just appeared out of nowhere,” Yates said.

      “I am detecting the presence of an anomaly directly behind the Hashmedai carrier,” said EVE. “It is possible it traveled here through it.”

      “We got a shit load of fighters heading our way!” Aura’s voice transmitted over the bridge’s speakers.

      “Battle stations!” Xavier shouted. Red lights began flashing throughout every section of the ship while a screeching alarm rang repeatedly. “Mr. Chavez bring us into weapons range!”

      “Aye sir.”

      “Tactical, let’s show our old friend our new teeth,” Xavier said. “Gladius—”

      “We’re on it, Captain,” Aura said via the speakers.
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* * *

      Earth Cube, Geneva, Earth, Sol system

      Every face in the room sank upon witnessing the Hashmedai carrier seemingly appear from a hole in space.

      “Viceroy?” Salamanca said.

      Crimei looked at the holo screen wide-eyed. Lucky space bridge, teleport? Impossible, he’s personally seen Hashmedai ships emerge from a space bridge jump. It looks nothing like what he and everyone else just witnessed. “I’ve never seen anything like that.”

      “Can we get a copy of their sensor logs?” Salamanca asked.

      Singh activated a small hologram in front of him. It showed numbers and a small progress bar quickly growing. “It’s coming through now,” he said to Salamanca.

      “I want a team picking through that data right fucking now,” Salamanca said. “The Winston Churchill is too busy to do that.”

      “What about EVE?” Landis asked.

      “They have her focused on battle duties, and quite frankly it’s the right choice. No need to jam up her processer, as powerful as it is,” said Singh.

      Salamanca interacted with the central hologram hovering in the middle of their large desk. A wide top down three-dimensional projection of the battle displayed real-time information to them.

      “Can they win this fight?” Salamanca asked.

      “This will be the first time one of our ships engages a Hashmedai capital ship,” Singh said, eyeing the tactical reports before them. “Our shields are stronger, but the carrier has way more fighters than the Winston Churchill.”

      “How soon can we our have ships in the area?” she asked him.

      Singh used his hands to stretch out the hologram, forcing it on show a map of the solar system. Every UNE ship was busy on patrol around the inner planets, with the exception of one ship. “The Wilfrid Laurier is the closest, but it’s still a good hour away.”

      “Contact them!”

      “No, the Winston Churchill will have to do it, our message will take too long to reach. Winston Churchill can send a signal to them within thirty minutes.”

      He was right, Salamanca somewhat felt embarrassed to even suggest that at first. She was once the United Nations Office for Outer Space Affairs during the old world, someone with her background should have remembered that. “I hate light speed communication,” she said.

      “It’s why we need these QEC installed ASAP,” Singh said.

      “And why we can’t lose the Winston Churchill,” Salamanca said. “Damn it. Alright have the Winston Churchill contact them if they haven’t!”

      As the battle played out in the projection, Crimei worried about the worst-case scenario. Should the Winston Churchill fall, Michei will be killed and Crimei will have to answer to the council for not having him and all UNE shipboard psionics recalled right away as he was ordered to do. Even if the Winston Churchill didn’t get destroyed, what if they took heavy battle damage and Michei still ends up dead? Or critically wounded? Gods, there was only one way out of this, and that was for the Winston Churchill to survive with minimal damage.

      [image: ]
* * *

      UNE Outpost, Uranus orbit, Sol system

      “Winston Churchill talk to me, what’s going on?” Chris transmitted.

      “A Hashmedai carrier has appeared from an unknown source and is currently engaging us in combat,” EVE said.

      “That assassin must have radioed in for help,” said Sarah.

      “Only there were no ships in the area,” said Chris. “Ensign Lu, what’s your status?”

      “Things are about to light up out here,” Lu transmitted to them. “You guys plan on seeing tomorrow we got to go now.”

      Chris’ jets launched him toward the corridor through the sliced up door as he waved toward his team to follow. “Swing back to the airlock to get us!”
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* * *

      Gladius squadron, Uranus orbit, Sol system

      Multiple hostile contacts appeared on Gavin’s holo HUD while he and Aura’s fighters held position outside of the Winston Churchill.

      “Gladius seven through twelve what’s your ETA to the AO?” Aura transmitted.

      “Uranus is a lot bigger than the pictures. We’ll be there in about two minutes.”

      “Copy that,” said Aura. “Gladius two and five with me, three, four, and six form up and watch over that transport.”

      “Copy that lead,” Gavin said.

      Gavin’s fighter along with Aura’s and Hijinks’ grouped up in a small delta formation, while Hammer and Orbital and one other grouped up and descended toward the outpost to discourage the imposing Hashmedai interceptors from attacking something else.

      All Gavin could see from his windshield was a swarm of black triangle shaped fighters. The same type he fought during the invasion of Earth, only this time he wasn’t in an F16 firing AIM-120 missiles that did minimal damage to their shields. The fire power was now even. Too bad the playing field wasn’t. There were enough red dots on his projection to completely envelop the Winston Churchill and as it stood, him, Aura, and Hijinks were forming the tip of the spear.

      “That’s a lot of fighters,” Hijinks said over his radio. “Any idea when we’re getting our carriers built?”

      Gavin’s computer started a countdown to when the first wave of interceptors will be in weapons range of the three UNE fighters. Five. Four. Three. Two.

      One.

      His computer beeped several times indicating to him he was acquiring a weapons lock on the lead interceptor. This means the interceptor’s computers were probably doing the same on their end.

      “Break and attack,” Aura shouted. All three of them broke formation, as Gavin got his weapons lock on the lead interceptor. “Weapons free, weapons free!”

      Lines of green light streaked above Gavin’s fighter. He shifted the stick of craft to the side, forcing it to bank and maneuver away from the plasma. During which, the interceptor he had targeted slipped downwards toward Uranus in an attempt to break free from his lock.

      “Son of a bitch!” Aura shouted.

      Gavin’s projection showed that Aura’s shields took a light beating while he began to chase his prey, positioning his fighter toward Uranus.

      “Stay frosty we got this!” Hijinks transmitted.

      Gavin’s systems regained its lock on the interceptor. His thumb hovered over the missile launch button. “Gladius two, fox three!”

      The underside of his fighter dropped a single plasma missile that instantly burst forward and raced toward the rear of Gavin’s locked on target. It exploded on impact, shattering its shields. Gavin followed his attack up with rail gun fire. “Gladius two, guns, guns, guns,” Gavin said as red streaks of light entered the flaming aft section of the interceptor and exited through the front. The craft didn’t explode, but that was fine, the pilot was clearly dead as the smoking interceptor continued to plunge toward the surface of Uranus, making no attempts to change course.

      Gavin then pulled up, bringing him back up to the action. A wave of six black triangular ships flew above. As he leveled out, he saw Hijinks engaged in a dog fight with a target while Aura was closing in one that was attempting to help the interceptor dealing with Hijinks.

      “Gladius one, fox three.” A burst of red lit up the inside of Gavin’s cockpit as Aura’s plasma missile exploded furiously against her target’s shields. “Fox three, fox three!” A second missile launched and chased the damaged interceptor, turning it into a fiery explosion spraying flaming metal and debris everywhere.

      “Tango down,” Aura said.

      “Gladius five, fox two!”

      Gavin missed whatever stunt Hijinks pulled, but it resulted in her dance partner being reduced to an interceptor engulfed in flames with one shot.

      “Good kill,” Aura said to Hijinks. “These guys ain’t shit.”
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* * *

      UNE Outpost, Uranus orbit, Sol system

      Chris and the rest of his team returned to the opened airlock they came aboard through. He looked out in the void of space shocked at the dazzling display of explosions and streaks of light charging back and forth across. He then saw the transport as it attempted to maneuver into position to rescue them. Two plasma bolts crashed into the top of it, weakening its shields in the process and throwing its trajectory off course.

      “Oh shit!” Lu screamed. “I’m a sitting duck here!”

      “Don’t risk it Ensign,” Chris said. “Back out, back out!”

      The transport pulled away from the airlock, flying out of sight as several Hashmedai interceptors zipped past Chris’ view from the opened airlock. It caused him to react and jerk his body backwards.

      “Gladius this is EDF lead,” Chris began to transmit. “Our ride back needs to time to link up. Can you keep those fuckers off him?”

      “Ah, negative EDF,” Aura said over his headset. “There’s a lot of flak out here as is, the rest of our birds are still a way out.”

      “They just keep coming. We can’t keep up,” Hijinks said.

      “I got an idea,” Hammer said. “There’s a docking bay on the underside, most of the contacts are on the opposite end. Should be enough to stay safe.”

      “Then we need to move now,” Chris said. “Let’s go!”

      The transport under escort from three fighters traveled down toward the underside of the outpost. As predicted, there weren’t any Hashmedai ships down this low. Like ninja’s in the night, they kept close to the hull of the outpost, closing the distance between them and the docking bay. The EDF team on the inside used their jets once more to navigate through the darkened hallways in a race to get to the docking bay.

      Chris and Sarah kept their sights forward in the off chance that assassin was still lurking while, Tom and Karen faced behind as their jets kept them pushing forward with the group.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Uranus orbit, Sol system

      “Got a wave of interceptors coming in now!”

      Xavier watched the tactical hologram show the waves of red dots creeping toward the forward section of the Winston Churchill. “Fire anti-fighter rail guns at will,” Xavier said calmly.

      Quick aiming rail guns acquired the closest target and fired, aided by EVE’s quantum computing power. Well-timed shots ripped gaping holes through any interceptors that got too close. Interceptor shields were no match for the rail guns, however the Winston Churchill’s shields were no match for the combined fire power of all the interceptors once they got in range.

      Thinning out the herd was the best option for them right now outside of straight up fleeing. Xavier would rather die than leave EDF and the Gladius squadron behind. He considered asking Michei to teleport over, but that would have resulted in the Winston Churchill losing their psionic support. Way too risky during a situation like this, even for a few minutes. It was after all Michei’s ESP and telekinetic powers that were allowing the Winston Churchill to perform as well as it was. And if an over shield would be needed or worse, a barrier to patch a hull breach, then Michei would be the one to deal with that provided his mind wasn’t too stressed.

      The Winston Churchill rocked a few times as several fighters swooped down in union bombarding the shields with plasma then escaping to safety before the anti-fighter guns could target them. There were way more interceptors than guns on the Winston Churchill. The Hashmedai were getting smarter.

      “Direct hit, too many are getting through!”
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* * *

      Gladius squadron, Uranus orbit, Sol system

      A bombardment of green light radiated away from the Winston Churchill, left in the aftermath of two dozen Hashmedai interceptors adjusting their tactics. The light was bright enough to light up the inside of Aura’s cockpit. And bright enough to make her fist smack the side of her chair.

      “Ah hell!” Aura shouted into her microphone. “Change of plans, Gladius seven through twelve protect the Winston Churchill on your arrival.

      “Copy that.”

      “Gladius three, four and six how much longer?”

      “Still awaiting EDF to board the transport,” Orbital said, the reply was not the one she was hoping for. And one she’ll have to respond to at a later time. Two interceptors locked onto her and began to release its payload of hot plasma.

      “We’re getting overwhelmed here!” Aura shouted back after a succession of slick evasive rolls and turns.

      “Four and six, go and assist,” Hammer said. “I’ll escort the transport, not much going on down here.”

      “Understood, moving to assist.”

      Two more fighters to help in the struggle. It wasn’t much given how quickly the battle field was starting to fill up with interceptors. At this rate, the Winston Churchill would have to withdraw. Aura could see that the blueness of the Winston Churchill's shields was slowly getting dimmer.

      Her fighter took another hit from behind. Focus Jessica the fight is just beginning! She activated a full burn on her fighter’s thrusters, widening the gap between the aggressive interceptor from behind. When the time was right, she flipped the nose of her craft in a sharp one-eighty-degree spin and faced her pursuer.

      “Gladius one, guns, guns, guns!”
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* * *

      UNE Outpost, Uranus orbit, Sol system

      Assuming everyone read the wall maps right, Chris and his team were just two doors away from the station’s docking bay. They maintained their back to back boost through the halls with their jet packs. Sounds in a nearby room prompted Chris to command his suit to stop while he raised his fist high signaling for the rest of his team to do the same. Someone was close by, someone with life in their veins.

      With his back pressed up against the wall, Chris carefully peeked into the room on his left. Someone was wearing a UNE space suit, the lights inside the helmet of the person showed it to be a man. His lips were moving frantically, screaming possibly, he raised his hands in surrender toward someone else. Chris leaned in closer, there were three large bodies in space suits of extraterrestrial origin, all three of them held onto... something, he couldn’t make it out in the darkness. Seconds later what they were holding was revealed, as they lit the room up with a green hue. Plasma swords.

      “Contact!” Chris shouted and aimed his rifle toward them. His weapon roared with fury.

      A secondary source of light appeared, a blue rectangular force field along the side of one of the three targets arms. A Hashmedai guardian shield. And it deflected every one of his bullets along with the bullets fired from the rest of his team as they joined in the fight.

      “We got a survivor in there!” said Chris. He then reestablished radio contact with the transport. “Ensign, standby we’re under attack and found a survivor!”

      “Guys,” Lu said with disappointment in his voice. Chris couldn’t blame him, the situation outside sounded bad. And a paper-thin transport with weak shields wouldn’t last long in a dog fight, then there was friendly fire. Sure, plasma missiles were programmed to veer away from any UNE or Radiance ship transmitting the proper IFF signals. But rail guns? Once those rounds left the barrel there was nothing stopping them should a friendly unexpectedly move close.

      Sarah faced Tom and Karen and said. “Richards, Park, head to the docking bay, open the door so the transport can board!”

      “Yes ma’am!”

      As ordered, they used their jet backs to launch into the darkness toward the nearby docking bay. Afterwards Sarah moved out of cover and floated directly into the room where the three Hashmedai were and the cowering UNE personnel. Chris had to do a double take. She was in direct line of sight, no cover at all. Sure, the Hashmedai didn’t have any ranged weaponry that he could see, but the guardian was equipped with a standard issue one handed sword with a tractor beam mounted on it. Sarah’s shields should prevent her from getting lassoed, but the tractor beam could also aid in draining her suit’s power as it would have to work harder to resist the pull in. Either situation was bad.

      “Vaughan, don’t get drawn in!” Chris said to her.

      “I’m counting on it!”

      “Are you fucking crazy?”

      The guardian aimed his sword at her like it was a rifle of his own. Chris’ HUD showed Sarah’s shields drop to zero, she shut them off completely. Her body was yanked toward them and they all raised their glowing blades in unison like a bunch of hungry wolves, ready to attack their prey. Chris’ HUD updated him just before the blades cleaved toward her, Sarah managed to get her shields back up to full, way beyond full, his HUD reported she was at one hundred and thirty percent, she must have diverted all available power including her rifle’s power cell into her shield generator.

      Chris raised his rifle to assist only for it to be blasted away from him. A powerful detonation erupted from where Sarah and the three Hashmedai were, he wasn’t quite sure what had happened as his back and his tumbling rifle smashed into the wall behind him. As he came to, he saw Sarah’s body launch backwards toward the man in the UNE space suit, while the three Hashmedai spiraled in random directions, all of them had lost their weapons in the blast. Alive? Dead? Who knows but more reason for Chris to focus on grabbing his weapon which was now spinning out of control down the hallway. When he reached it, Sarah and the UNE survivor emerged out of the room, Chris’ HUD read her shields were gone, and her suit’s power down to minimal levels, otherwise she was fine.

      “What the fuck happened?” Chris asked.

      Sarah held a plasma grenade in her hand as she shot him a grin through the visor of her helmet. He quickly pieced together what happened, she used them to pull her closer, boosted her shields to full then set off the explosive while they thought they had a free kill. Clever girl.
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* * *

      Karen and Tom kicked their way into the docking bay. They stopped next to a computer, the only one still with power, a flickering holo screen appeared and they keyed in a command, forcing the docking bay doors located on the floor of bay to slowly swing open. Its thin force field had no power, lucky for them the entire station at this point was already exposed to space and depressurized. Nevertheless, she was still partly expecting to get pulled outside upon seeing the flashing warning that there was no power to the force field.

      As the doors finished opening they saw the transport hovering outside as it pushed upwards inside and opened its doors. Similar to how self irising forces fields work, the transports shields remained active around it and were programmed to allow any humanoid like objects to pass through while everything else would be deflected.

      Tom and Karen floated aboard, they looked back at the door across the docking bay leading back into the hallways they’d just left. There were no signs of Chris or Sarah. Not good considering there was an explosion heard not too long ago.

      “We’re at the evac zone now, where are you two?” Karen transmitted.

      “This is Gladius three,” Hammer said over the radio. “You guys are out of time. Fighters are starting to come through!”

      “Boyd, Vaughan, where are you? We gotta go!”

      After a ten second silence. “Almost there!” Chris said.

      Karen and Tom saw three bodies float in from the hallway, two EDF protect suits, and one UNE space suit, it was them. Chris and Sarah both held hard onto the survivor they’d found as their jet packs thrust them all toward the mouth of the transport. Behind them in the hallways was a faint glow of green light. It got brighter as each second passed by.

      Chris, Sarah, and the survivor boarded, the forward momentum caused by the thrust from their jet packs resulted in them continuing to plow forward and crash into the walls of the transports interior. Neither of them cared at that point as three Hashmedai stormed into the docking bay, a guardian pointed his finger directly at the transport.

      “Punch it!” Chris shouted to Lu as he came aboard.

      The transports doors slammed shut and it descended back into the abyss of space and toward the Winston Churchill under escort from Hammer’s fighter. A wave of interceptors from behind plunged down. They were ready for a chase.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Uranus orbit, Sol system

      “EDF plus one survivor is on their way back, Captain.”

      Xavier watched the update unfold on the central hologram. “Have all fighters prepare to dock when the transport does.” He then ordered. “Helm lay in an intercept course with the Wilfrid Laurier, with any luck we’ll both meet up with each on the way.”

      “Yes sir!”

      Another barrage of plasma exploded against the Winston Churchill’s shields. The rocking and tumble that followed caused a few people on the bridge to fall out of their seats.

      “Shields down to seventy-seven percent.”

      Benally’s eyes gleamed at the hologram, her finger then pointed toward the large red dot on it. “That carrier is closing in toward us,” she said.

      “Probably going to help lower our shields with its cannons,” Xavier said. “How long until they are in weapons range?”

      “Approximately, three point six minutes, sir,” said EVE.

      “We could nuke them,” Benally said.

      A nuclear strike was a tempting offer. One blast would clear out all the fighters. Two or three nukes might take out the carrier as well, and bring about a whole lot of collateral damage in the aftermath. “Not with our birds and the mining platforms so close,” Xavier said.

      “Captain,” Michei spoke. “My psionic skills should be strong enough to extend the range of the plasma missiles. We could shoot at them now.”

      “Do it.”

      “Loading plasma missiles,” Matsushita reported from his terminal.

      “Allow my mind to have full control,” said Michei, folding his hands together and shutting his eyes. “Oh, and activate your mag boots, I can’t maintain gravity and do this at the same time.”

      “You got it,” Matsushita said as the crew strapped seat belts on and activated their magnetic boots.

      Xavier reached toward the central hologram making it zoom in closer toward the carrier as the Winston Churchill repositioned itself for its plasma missile launchers to aim directly at it.

      “Fire at will!” Xavier said.

      A salvo of plasma missiles left the Winston Churchill’s missile launchers and toward the carrier. Michei’s mind possessed each and every one of them and forced them to zigzag around the interceptors swarming the Winston Churchill. As tempting as it was to smack them down, these missiles were intended for one target and one only. Since the carrier was one light minute away from the Winston Churchill, all battle data they had was effectively one minute old. Michei’s ESP was the only thing that saw what was going on during those minute long data report delays, thus allowing him to guide the missiles toward the real location of the carrier opposed to the estimated one EVE’s processors calculated.

      The fuel propelling the missiles started to run low as it neared the carrier, not an issue for missiles in the hands of a psionic. Michei’s telekinesis forced the missiles to keep on going, just a few seconds longer. One by one, twenty-seven psionically guided missiles impacted on the forward shields of the carrier, splashing its plasma payload across with explosive results.

      “Direct hit, their shields took it,” Matsushita said.

      Michei chuckled. “Oh, I’m not done yet!”

      Another salvo of missiles launched, as Michei’s mind controlled the missile firing controls at this point. The shields of the carrier slowly started to drop at a faster rate than the Winston Churchill’s shields were. Michei’s mind while still merged with the ships systems, updated the tactical data on the central hologram, tactical data that would have taken another minute to load and tactical data more accurate that EVE’s estimations. The carrier was slowing down. At the rate it was taking damage, it would be destroyed by the time it got into weapons range with the Winston Churchill.
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* * *

      Earth Cube, Geneva, Earth, Sol system

      The Winston Churchill’s QEC continued to provide real-time footage from the battle, everyone watched in anticipation with poker faces masking their emotions.

      “Come on, come on,” Salamanca said finally.

      “It’s amazing what one psionic can do for a battle ship,” Singh said.

      “And to think, they’ll all be ordered to withdraw shortly.” Salamanca glared at Crimei. Her comment made him frown.
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* * *

      Gladius squadron, Uranus orbit, Sol system

      “Two more minutes.” Hammer’s voice echoed over the radio as Gavin shot down another interceptor that was chasing after Hammer and the transport.

      Afterward, Gavin positioned his fighter to get a better look at Hammer as he flew alongside the transport. Only one interceptor remained chasing them. He cocked his head forward to get a better look at it. The interceptor in question had several blood red stripes painted cross its hull.

      That’s new, Gavin thought as the red striped interceptor fired plasma at Hammer, with impressive precision, especially at the wide distance it was in.

      “I’m hit,” Hammer said

      “Gladius three needs assistance!” Aura bellowed.

      Gavin checked his HUD. The entire squadron was engaged in complex evasive moves or was engaged in a dog fight. Gavin was the only one free from any enemy contact. “This is Gladius two, I’m going on to assist!” He shot forward toward the fleeing transport and its escort under heavy fire.

      “Copy that two,” Aura said. “The rest of you make way for the transport then get the hell back aboard!”

      His targeting lock beeped rapidly, as he flew behind the red striped interceptor, and his thumb pressed down on the missile fire button.

      “Gladius two, fox three!”

      His fighter shot out a plasma missile. What happened seconds later blew his mind. The fighter spun to face it, shot the missile and quickly returned to its pursuit. The fuck? “Gladius two, fox three.” He fired another missile, with the same result and gritted his teeth. “Guns, guns, guns!” Magnetically accelerated rounds left Gavin’s rail gun, every shot missed as the interceptor dodge rolled around as if it knew what Gavin’s next move was.

      “Gladius three watch your six!” Gavin said as the interceptor closed the gap between it and Hammer. His computer reported another positive missile lock. His fingers quickly loaded a new missile loadout to use, heat seeking plasma missiles. “Gladius two, fox two, fox two!”

      Two missiles away, two missiles mysteriously veered off course and disappeared into the abyss of space. The red striped interceptor continued its relentless assault on Hammer, none of his evasive moves had any effect, the interceptor kept up with him perfectly, always in weapons range, always firing perfectly timed shots that weakened his shields.

      “Fuck off,” Gavin said, cursing under his helmet.

      “Ah hell, can’t shake him, lad!” Hammer said in a panic

      “Full burn, he’s clearly after you not the transport.”

      Hammer’s fighter engines flared its blue light and thrust him away from the action as the transport continued onwards toward the Winston Churchill with minimal issues. The red striped interceptor followed him, while its green bolts of plasma brought Hammer’s shields below twenty percent. Gavin’s fighter began to launch a full burn as well to keep up.

      “Gladius two, guns, guns, guns!” Gavin roared as his fighter unleashed another volley of rail gun fire toward the red striped interceptor. Once again it flawlessly dodged then returned to launch the single shot Gavin feared to see, the one that shattered Hammer’s shields.

      Not only was Hammer’s fighter completely open to damage as indicated by the small fire burning on the aft end of his fighter, he was now at risk of being exposed to traces of solar radiation.

      “I’m losing engine power!” Hammer shouted.

      “Transport is almost aboard you guys gotta hurry up!” Aura transmitted. “Do you need assistance?”

      “It’s just one target, we got this!” Gavin said. “Get aboard the Winston Churchill we’ll meet up with you.”

      Hammer’s fighter pulled upwards into a barrel roll. The red striped interceptor adjusted its trajectory and fired bolts of perfectly timed plasma resulting in Hammer’s fighter flying into the plasma rather than away from it. Sparks and additional flames erupted from Hammer’s now mangled burning craft as he spun around to face the interceptor head on.

      “Locking on,” Hammer said. “Gladius three, fox three!”

      Gavin locked on as he neared. “Gladius two, fox two!”

      At last the red interceptor was enveloped in a gargantuan explosion of fire and plasma as both missiles struck it one after the other. For good measure, Gavin piled on extra rail fire into the explosion before him.

      “Gladius two guns, guns, guns!” As the discharge subsided, they were treated to a horrific sight.

      The red striped interceptor remained intact, purple waves of light protected it, a sign of a psionic overshield. “What the fuck?” Gavin shouted. Hammer’s fighter took a massive hit and spun aimlessly adrift burning intensely.

      “Hammer!” Gavin cried out “You need to eject!” There was no reply. “Eject, eject, eject.”

      Hammer’s fighter exploded in a massive light show.

      Gavin’s HUD and holographic scanners reported no signs of an escape pod. “No! God fucking damn it!”

      “Sweet Jesus,” Hijinks said. “I’m not detecting a pod.”

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” In a rage, Gavin bashed against his flight controls. Probably not a good idea given their current situation, but the fury and hatred in his body took full control of his thoughts. All that work, all those missiles, all those rail gun bullets, the full burn everything. For what? Why did he have to die? Why the hell did that fighter single him out of everyone?

      “Gladius two—”

      “Fuck this fucking shit!”

      “Gladius two!” Aura’s voice was stern. “Get back to the Winston Churchill now. We’re pulling out!”

      Reluctantly Gavin pointed his fighter back toward the Winston Churchill, as the red striped interceptor ignored him and returned toward the Hashmedai carrier.

      “Penetrator, what’s going on?” Aura asked Gavin.

      “I’m almost there.”

      His trembling hands guided his fighter past the bolts of plasma, rail gun fire from the Winston Churchill and swarms of interceptors. Finally, the hanger bay and flight deck was in sight. The last remaining Gladius squadron member landed.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Uranus orbit, Sol system

      “All remaining ships are aboard sir,” Yates said to Xavier.

      “Mr. Chavez any time now!” Xavier shouted.

      “You got it, Captain!”

      The young ensign input a command on his console. The Winston Churchill spun around while its shields continued to repel plasma fire from all directions and angles. With Uranus behind it, Winston Churchill entered sub light speed and vanished from the AO.
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* * *

      Earth Cube, Geneva, Earth, Sol system

      As the battle concluded, they sat back in their chairs in a more comfortable posture. Video playback was shut down for the time being as there was nothing new to witness. The central hologram began to update as the Winston Churchill flew away from Uranus.

      “Are they following the Winston Churchill?” Salamanca asked.

      Singh winced. “Doesn’t look like it, but—”

      “Yeah, yeah there’s a delay for the Winston Churchill sensors logs at this distance.”

      “Only their psionic would know,” he said. “How soon can that H3 mine be evacuated?”

      “Does it matter?” Landis said. “Let’s be honest those miners are all dead by now, there’s nothing we can do.”

      “When the Winston Churchill meets with the Wilfrid Laurier, they can both head back and check,” Singh said.

      “I’d rather not debate this right now,” Salamanca said. “The Hashmedai are indeed here, and apparently can appear out of nowhere.”

      “We got that data being looked at now,” said Landis.

      “Viceroy,” Salamanca said to Crimei. “Anything you could do to change the council’s mind?”

      “The only way Radiance will support Earth is if you join us,” he said. “And even then, it will be years before our ships arrive. As it is, your fleet is all that stands before Earth and the Hashmedai Empire.”

      “Ships that will be at a disadvantage without psionics,” she said, adjusting her glasses.

      “I’ll see what I can do, but as a reminder I was given strict orders to have all my people leave your ships and stay out of this conflict. With that said, I need to speak with them.”
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, interstellar space, Sol system

      Gavin floated in the flight deck while maintenance workers in their orange coverall jumpsuits attended their duties maintaining the Solaris fighters and the transport that just returned. His head never lifted from staring at the metallic floor since he left his fighter and flung his helmet aside.

      Minutes later, he felt Aura’s soft brown hands touch his shoulder in a comforting manner. Looking up he saw that her face was puffy and eyes red.

      “He was counting on me to peel it off him,” he said.

      “It’s not your fault.”

      “I... Uh... Fuck man.”

      “Too many people are blaming themselves for this, I don’t need you to join them.”

      “Aura. That pilot.” He paused, as Hammer’s last moments alive flashed back into his mind. “That pilot was a psionic, hundred percent, it had overshields and knew exactly where his fighter was going to be and shot in front of it.”

      “Not an easy task with the distances we deal with here in space.”

      “And my missiles. It used telekinesis on a set I fired,” he said. “During the invasion, they had some fighters that had psionics with them, but they were piloted by normal Hashmedai, the psionic was just there for extra fire power. Psionic fighters flying solo in an interceptor though, that’s a tactic we’ve never seen.”

      “I don’t think Radiance has either from the intel they used to share with us.”
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* * *

      Video playback from the last moments of the Uranus outpost projected from a rear computer station on the bridge. Chris, Sarah, Tom, Karen, their rescued station worker, and Xavier stood around the holo screen and watched.

      In the playback Chris saw the crew panic as a small Hashmedai scout ship appeared. Suddenly a psionic teleported aboard with several Hashmedai and chaos ensued. Data records indicated that seconds before the Hashmedai teleported aboard, the stations mind shield shut down, thus allowing them to teleport over. After the carnage ended, a lone Hashmedai placed the strange cylinder device they found at the computer workstation in the command center. As Chris recalled, a team in the labs were tinkering with that device, trying to figure out its purpose.

      “What the hell,” Sarah said.

      “During this time, I ran toward my space suit fearing a breach,” said the lone survivor of the attack.

      “Well you did the right thing as the whole place ended up getting vented anyways,” Sarah said to him.

      “How did you survive?” Chris asked. “Sorry, forgot your name.”

      The lone survivor grinned. “Terry, Petty Officer Lex Terry. But yeah, once we picked up that transmission that was the end of it.”

      “You guys picked up a transmission?” Xavier asked.

      “Yes, a Hashmedai signal.”

      “That explains the ambush, they probably knew you heard it and went to silence you.”

      “Well whatever they found out in the transmission,” Karen said. “It should be in the download I got.”

      Xavier faced their android with his arms crossed. “EVE?”

      “Standby,” EVE said as her processors skimmed through Karen’s download. “I found the message in question, and yes it was an audio message being transmitted.”

      “What does it say?”

      “Unknown, it is spoken in the Hashmedai Taxahan dialect, I only understand small parts of it, not enough for it to make sense.”

      “Hold on, I thought you were programmed to speak all languages?”

      “That is correct, Captain Xavier, however the Taxahan dialect is a rare Hashmedai language, even Radiance knows very little of it.”

      “But surely someone documented how to speak it so that they can learn it with those language learning devices?”

      “Most of that data was stored on the data banks of the Radiance fleet, which as we all know got Swiss cheesed months ago.”

      Chris tried to hold back a laugh. EVE’s attempt at humor was cute.

      Xavier grimaced as he realized what EVE’s statement entailed. “The data was archived in their fleet. Bloody hell, it’s gone.”

      “Well, there’s Hashmedai on Earth,” Sarah suggested. “Maybe one of them knows how to speak it?”

      “Only a small percentage of Hashmedai speaks it,” EVE said. “Even then given how we’ve been treating the Earth based Hashmedai since the fall of the HLF, there is a thirty-three point three recurring percent chance they will cooperate.”

      “Not to mention most have gone into hiding thanks to the surviving HLF cells,” Chris said. “The only Hashmedai we know of are the ones in jail, so yeah they’ll most likely tell us to fuck off.”

      “Assuming they even know how to speak it,” Sarah said. “It would be like going to Japan and asking random people if they knew how to speak Swahili.”

      “Well,” said Xavier. “There is one person that comes to mind that could help.”
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* * *

      UNE black site, Titan, Sol system

      Ella Lynn sat cross-legged on the floor of her cell. Her long and messy blonde hair covered the back of her white hospital gown. The palms of both of her hands were wide open as a Rubik’s cube hovered above each one. Both cubes were turns away from being solved as the invisible force of telekinesis was at work.

      A guard wearing a UNE uniformed stepped toward the force field that kept her locked away in her cell and looked on impressed that two Rubik’s cubes were finally solved simultaneously then levitated toward a pile of completed ones in the back corner of her cell.

      “Well,” the guard said. “It seems you have visitors coming.”

      Ella’s face twisted at the news, while she picked up two more unsolved Rubik’s cubes.

      With her mind.
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      Silver Raven, Rasi orbit, Barnard’s Star system

      A damaged power conduit exploded, raining tiny sparks down toward Veloshira and Eupiar. Their escape from Rasi was marred by the behemoth sized Abyssal Pelican. Smoke was starting to flood the cockpit triggered by a small fire from the overhead power conduit.

      Destiny watched hidden from them as the Abyssal Pelican came in and out of view from the Silver Raven’s cockpit windshields. From time to time Veloshira used the Silver Raven’s plasma cannons to fire at the ship. Destiny figured by the sound of Veloshira consistently hissing in frustration that their weapons had little to no effect.

      “Why do I get the feeling we’re not getting out of this one?” Destiny asked.

      “Vel says its shields are too powerful,” Eupiar said, brushing away floating and burning material from the ceiling. “And it’s weapons.”

      “I can see that.” Destiny stepped behind Eupiar. “Now what?”

      Eupiar and Veloshira spoke in the Hashmedai language. Destiny only caught a few of the words, none of them sounded promising.

      “She... says she doesn’t know.”

      “Fuck it, we should surrender. Didn’t come all this way to get blown the fuck up by these assholes.”

      Eupiar and Veloshira once again spoke. Veloshira’s tone of voice was a negative one.

      “Well?”

      “She’s really pissed off, but agrees.”

      Signs of the Silver Raven moving from the windshield came to an end as they made a full stop and their weapons power down. Two back to back blasts from behind sent a thunderous tremor throughout the interior of the Silver Raven. Destiny’s head ducked as another spark filled explosion went off above her.

      “Of course, if they don’t accept the surrender we just transmitted,” Eupiar said. “Then we’re fucked anyways.”

      The Abyssal Pelican flew in front of the Silver Raven. Destiny’s lips formed into an ‘O’ shape upon seeing the sheer size of the ship. The stars were completely blocked from sight.

      “They could have shot us that time,” Destiny said as the Abyssal Pelican continued to hover in front of them. The shields of the Silver Raven shattered after another unexpected blast of plasma hit them. I guess I spoke too soon.

      “Looks like a tractor beam is pulling us inside,” Eupiar said.

      She was right, Destiny saw Abyssal Pelican get closer from the front, despite the fact the Silver Raven’s engines had long since powered down. Veloshira unhooked her seat belt and floated free above her chair before activating her cloaking device.

      “Not a bad idea.” Destiny grunted and floated back toward Jazz’s room. Inside, his black trench coat style armor and plasma katana floated. Destiny quickly swiped his gear then returned to the cockpit with it, tossing it toward Eupiar.

      Eupiar gripped onto Jazz’s gear with a puzzled look on her face. “Uh, I can’t fit into this.”

      “Do your best,” Destiny said then pointed toward a small computer on the wrist of the outfit. “I think he presses this button to activate the cloak.”

      “Des—”

      “Don’t argue with me on this one.” Destiny looked out of the windshield at the interior of the Abyssal Pelican docking bay. As the Silver Raven crossed the threshold into the Abyssal Pelican, gravity took hold unexpectedly. Destiny fell to the floor face first. “Fuck’s sake,” she said, crawling back to her feet.

      Eupiar’s small teenage form slipped into Jazz’s suit which was clearly made for a man of his height and body. Despite the trouble they found themselves in, Destiny found the motivation to smile at Eupiar as her hands couldn’t even fit to the end of the sleeves of the suit.

      “Radiance doesn’t know you are aboard, let’s keep it this way,” Destiny said.

      A holo screen upfront displayed exterior camera footage from the Silver Raven. Destiny and Eupiar saw a group of Radiance rangers decked out in combat armor surround the ship pointing their magnetic weapons at it.

      “Open the door and let them in before they rip it open themselves,” Destiny said. Eupiar nodded, her hands from inside of the long sleeves hit a button, opening the main entrance. Footsteps of marching rangers could be heard from the lower deck. “Now vanish, and stay low.”

      Eupiar did just that, activating the suit’s cloak. Behind her she heard the footsteps get closer followed by some shouting, probably some team leader ordering the rest of his team to search the rest of the ship. With her hands up, Destiny walked toward the rangers as they made their way to the upper deck. They all shouted and screamed at her in their language while aiming their rifles at her. Two stepped behind her, binding her hands, and dragging her away.
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* * *

      In the background both Veloshira and Eupiar moved from section to section of the Silver Raven, narrowly avoiding getting trampled by the unsuspecting boarding party. The most stressful part of staying hidden was keeping to the shadows as the cloak didn’t render them fully invisible. A few times Eupiar nearly had her cover blown as she skittered into a brightly lit area while trying to make her way back to the cockpit. As she arrived, her heart jumped at what she witnessed next. One of the rangers curiously gazed at her laptop, then picked it up and walked away with it, leaving the Silver Raven. For the first time in ages, Eupiar felt powerless.
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* * *

      Abyssal Explorer, Rasi orbit, Barnard’s Star system

      Chloe moved her weightless body through the corridors, entering the infirmary. It’s been awhile, she thought as she looked around. She spent some time in here on more than one occasion during the first Hashmedai invasion of Earth. Stolanei hovered above his infirmary bed while two doctors held medical scanners around his bruised shirtless body. He gave Chloe an odd but charming glance as she pushed herself closer toward him.

      “What’s with that look?” she asked.

      “Thought you were our missing commander, Vaishea.”

      She looked closer at the bloody bandages on his cybernetic enhanced body and strange flashing devices mending his wounds. “How you holding up?”

      “Doctors say I’ll be good for now. Not that they have much of a choice, now that Dargonea revealed her true allegiance. We’re down a bridge psionic now.”

      After getting the okay from the doctors, they traveled to the bridge. Gravity thanks to Karklosea’s psionics caused their feet to stick to the ground upon stepping off the elevator.

      “Any sign of Dargonea or Vaishea?” Stolanei asked Captain Ueyei.

      Ueyei shook his head. “Searches turned up nothing, local forces are also helping.” He gestured toward Chloe and Stolanei for them to step into the meeting room, located underneath the transparent floor of the bridge.

      “I wouldn’t trust them,” Ueyei whispered as they approached the spiraling staircase leading down below. “It was the locals that attacked us.”

      “I’m starting to think you’re right,” Stolanei said. “They seem to be interested in searching for Vaishea and another unknown person. No one is looking for Dargonea.”

      They entered the meeting room, away from ears that didn’t need to know what they were talking about. Chloe saw Ueyei’s triangular desk at the far end of the room with the Radiance Union flag hanging on the wall behind it.

      “So, the whole city has been compromised?” Chloe asked.

      “Yes,” Stolanei grumbled as Ueyei made his way to his chair, “the heretics.”

      “Either that or the high-ranking officers, who are forcing lower ranked ones to carry out their work,” Ueyei said. “Either way, none of this information leaves this ship. Or this room for that matter.” Ueyei took a seat and Chloe and Stolanei did the same. “A handful of the rangers stationed on the Abyssal Explorer requested transfers off this ship upon our arrival.”

      “I don’t like where this is going,” Stolanei said.

      “We might have hand delivered heretics to this world unintentionally,” Ueyei said.

      “Just like how you dropped them off at Earth,” Chloe said.

      “I thought for sure Hermaei, Wayinea, and Xyniea were the only ones that infiltrated,” Stolanei said to her.

      “Looks like there were quite a few more working in secret,” Ueyei said and handed them a data pad to read. “This is a list of all the crew that never returned during our time at Earth. At first, I thought the Hashmedai got to them, but now...”

      Chloe held onto the pad to read the list, Stolanei leaned in to read as well. “I see,” he said after several seconds of scanning the lengthy list of names.

      “I have Karklosea looking over the manifest very carefully right now to see who else might be heretics and in this system.”

      “I think you should start with Vaishea,” Chloe said and placed the data pad back on the desk.

      “Why is that?”

      “I ran into someone who was somewhat affiliated with the heretics, Celestial Order whatever the fuck you want to call them, back at Earth. He was a rogue Whisper agent. He seemed to think I was someone named ‘Vaish’.”

      “Vaishea, Vaish” Ueyei said, staring at Chloe. “You two do look similar though I think Vaishea is a few years younger than you. I can send you the files if you want, compare it to what you know from that incident.”

      “I take it this means she isn’t getting deported?”

      “The council can go to Paryo,” Ueyei said. Chloe laughed internally, telling someone from Radiance to ‘go to Paryo’ is the same as telling someone from Earth ‘go to hell.’ “If the order is here we need to bring them to justice and we’re going to need people we can trust. People like Major Vaughan.”

      An hour later, Chloe returned to sleeping quarters assigned to her. Another part of the ship she hasn’t seen in a while. As she recalled these were the exact same ones she stayed in just before entering cryostasis for the first time. She floated with her face toward the ceiling with a data pad in her hands listing Vaishea’s service record with the Radiance navy.

      Vaishea was a Linl and spent much of her whole life around Alpha Centauri and Proxima Centauri systems. She spent her early days as a counselor, before enlisting and becoming an officer. No mention of a husband, or a man named Fiesei in her life or a family for that matter. Though if what Fiesei said was true, she could very well be a Whisper sleeper agent with fake memories. Which begged the question, what was her mission? And what would trigger her to carry it out? Questions that would have to be looked into later, Chloe’s heavy eyes insisted on some sleep, or at least a power nap. Not counting cryostasis, Chloe had not gotten any sleep since the fiasco at Geneva and the JFK.

      As her eyes shut, images began to manifest. Towering skyscrapers with a layout and design similar to the ones built on Lejorania Sanctum. Only it wasn’t Lejorania Sanctum, the twin stars of Alpha Centauri weren’t in the sunny skies. No this was a different planet, Earth like for sure judging by the blue oceans, green trees.

      There were people, humans... or perhaps Linl? Yes they were Linl as they spoke the native Linl language. Everyone kept referring to Chloe as...

      Vaish.

      The hell?

      There was a mirror located in the hallway of some kind of high rise residence. Chloe saw her reflection, only it was a reflection of her when she was in her twenties. Her hair was long, going down to her waist, she wore simple a snow-white dress of Linl design. In the background of the mirror there was a man, lying a on a bed. He got up and stepped closer toward Chloe as seen from the mirror.

      Fiesei...it was Fiesei.

      Chloe wanted to turn and attack him... but she didn’t she couldn’t. She didn’t want to. He embraced her from behind, kissing her on the neck. Chloe’s felling of anger and vengeance melted and became feelings of... love and affection as his hands cupped her breasts, while her hand slipped down below into his pants.

      Chloe awoke from the vision and moved her head around as she struggled to get her breathing and heartbeat to return to normal. The walls of her quarters, then later the entire ship disintegrated. The vision wasn’t over yet. Hannah appeared floating in the emptiness of space between Rasi and Oyuri, unaffected by the fact she wore that Lolita gothic attire.

      Chloe awoke from the vision again, or so she hoped. She refused to move, and remained floating where she had fallen asleep not too long ago. The data pad with Vaishea’s info still hovered next to her. In her hands, was the strange gem she secretly brought aboard, she had no memory of removing it from her back pocket, let alone placing it in her hands. She held onto the object while its iridescent crimson light shone up toward her face. She contemplated if the gem triggered the vision, or if part of Vaish’s memories did transfer to her when Fiesei forced a partial upload of the contents of that data crystal into her head.
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* * *

      Courelia slums district Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      Jazz’s eyes opened to the feeling of the worst headache he’s had in a while. Who was he kidding? Every day since the attack on the imperial palace was a rough headache. A woman wearing a grey navy Radiance jumpsuit gazed down at him. Wait, is this Chloe? When the hell did she find time to cut her hair?

      He stood from where he was resting and took notice they were inside of a beat-up inn. At least he assumed it was, as there was a bed in the corner, a smaller cabinet, and a showering device in the corner opposite of the front door.

      Her mouth started moving, but he didn’t understand what she was speaking. He could only pick out a few words. ‘Are’ ‘Abyssal Explorer’ ‘jammed.’

      This can’t be Chloe “Sorry universal translators aren’t a thing yet,” Jazz said.

      “You speak English?”

      “English, Hashmedai, Rabuabin tried learning Linl but the language learning thingy gave me a fucking headache on that one.”

      “You’re human?”

      “Well that was supposed be a secret but... yeah. Name’s Jake or Jazz take your pick, most people stick with Jazz.”

      “Commander Vaishea of the Abyssal Explorer.” She raised her hand toward her shoulder to perform the Radiance greeting. “Your acquaintance is recognized.”

      “Uh yeah, nice to meet you,” Jazz opted for a hand shake, she merely looked at his extended hand in confusion. Fuck it. “How did you learn our language?”

      “Speaking English while at Unity city became important to Radiance because of all the human refugees that landed there.”

      They sat on the foot of the bed. He wondered why she didn’t have him rest on it while he was out. It would have made his neck and back feel a whole lot better than it does now.

      “So why did you save me?” he asked.

      “Truth be told I was trying to apprehend you.”

      “Most folks from Radiance are these days.”

      “The ranger that attacked you.”

      “Right.” Jazz thought back to the fight he had with Jainuzei. He clotheslined Jazz and Vaishea off the balcony. Jazz could fully understand why he got hit, but Vaishea? What did she do piss him off? “He took you out too, eh?”

      “I’m in uniform, he should have known I was an ally,” she said. “Unless—”

      Jazz interrupted “He’s from the order,” he said. “That’s why he was trying to tag me and my friend, some old ass motherfucker in that temple called us out. He knew my name and that I was an enemy to the Celestial Order.”

      Her face went pale and as she asked. “You couldn’t possibly mean Patriarch Ure Dalhakei?”

      “I dunno. Can’t remember what the fuck his name is, but if you’re referring to the same person I am, then yeah.”

      “He’s the leader of our religion. There’s no way he could be one of the heretics.”

      “Well I got news for ya, there’s a lot of people working for the order including some people in the Hashmedai Empire. The order is one big galaxy wide party sendin’ invites to everyone with a weak mind.”

      “I’d warn my ship, but communications have been jammed.”

      “I wouldn’t bother even if it did work,” Jazz said. “From what I gathered the order has people here and possibly on your ship. They came to my world years ago and hid with my people, and like I said before, they got people all over the Hashmedai Empire, including inside of the imperial palace, can’t trust anyone.”

      “And I’m supposed to trust you?”

      “Yea, and you’re gonna continue to do so.”

      “Why is that?” She crossed her arms.

      “Because if you weren’t you would have popped me already and walked away. You got me this far and didn’t draw your gun, that tells me you need an ally right about now. And that’s okay, ‘cause I need one too if I plan to get back to my ship and friends.”

      She grimaced at the thought, Jazz felt like doing the same. Since coming out into space he has made friends with Hashmedai, and with Radiance exiles. But for those loyal to Radiance? They’ve always been the enemy in his eyes, the people who helped created the Celestial Order, accidently or not.

      Now assuming she didn’t turn him in, he could very well be looking at his first Radiance friendship.
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* * *

      Courelia upper levels Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      The great temple of Courelia was blocked off from the rest of the public thirty-eight hours after the attack. The official word was Radiance was conducting a detailed investigation into the attack. In reality, Celestial Order members with ties to the Radiance military and government put that story out so that members had a place to pray and plan their next moves.

      That and Jainuzei and Dargonea needed to be debriefed.

      “Anything else?” Dalhakei asked a young ranger who had a small mobile computer station set up in the far end of the temple.

      They were shown video of Vaishea dragging Jazz away toward an elevator linking to the lower slums area. “A lot of the cameras were hacked,” said the ranger. “This footage was taken by the hacker’s computer we captured not long ago.”

      “Any idea where they went?” Dalhakei asked.

      “Someplace in the slums, however, no cameras are working in that area.”

      The slums district was a cancelled expansion project for the city. Those with little money or who were wanted by the authorities tended to slip into those areas to hide out and make a living. Since the area isn’t officially operational no cameras were ever installed.

      “Jainuzei,” Dalhakei said as he watched the footage from behind. “How did someone of your caliber let him get away alive?”

      “He lost his weapon during our struggle your eminence,” said Jainuzei.

      “So?”

      “I will not end the life of an unarmed person with the aid of a weapon.”

      Dalhakei held onto Jainuzei’s shoulder. “You are the Weapons Master my child.”

      “And I shall use them so long as my enemy wields one at me,” Jainuzei said. “It is the honorable way.”

      “Tell me, how honorable is it to have your enemy flee after you turned your back on them?”

      “That was an error of judgment, it shall not happen again.”

      “I hope you are right, we have come too far now to fail.”

      With his hands behind his back and his posture straight, Jainuzei said. “Allow me to search for him your eminence. Allow me to restore your faith in me.”

      A grin emerged from Dalhakei’s thick facial hair. “Do it.”

      Jainuzei stormed out of the rear door with determination in his stride. Just the way Dalhakei remembered him walking before they arrived here.

      “If I may,” Dargonea said. “Why all the fuss over a human?”

      “No Dargonea, not just one human, two,” Dalhakei said. “Jake Johnson and Chloe Vaughan helped play a key role in hindering our efforts on Earth. Jake along with his Hashmedai friends then disrupted our operations in the empire while seeking out the names of our associates. Chloe and her minions slew some of our forces on Foicanta then like Jake, disrupted our operations on Earth just recently.” Dalhakei wrapped both hands tightly around his staff, then slowly began to flush. “Now they are both here, gifted to us by the gods. They have been judged and will pay for their blasphemous actions!”
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* * *

      Jainuzei mulled over where he should begin his search for Jazz and Vaishea. Slums district would be the obvious choice. Then again, they could have easily left by now. Searching there could just be waste of time. If they did leave the slums they would have either left the city, or traveled to the lower sections of the city, located several levels below the slums.

      Alisha lived in the lower levels as he recalled from escaping down there during the aftermath of the fighting. The order had very few people searching that area. Catching up with Alisha again while searching for them—nobody could argue that he was wasting time as he’d be the only one checking that section out.
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* * *

      Radiance R&D complex, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      Alisha’s shift ended on a frustrating note, as the foreman of the labs she worked at mentioned the human deportation order. She managed to convince him to allow her to work until the project was completed, which was about the only good news she had lately since Katotea went missing three days ago. Katotea’s disappearance was another reason why the foreman was willing to keep Alisha around, they were down a body.

      She walked toward the tram platform to catch a ride home. Unlike most days, today she left the complex along with most of the staff. Putting in overtime would just speed up production, thus resulting in her getting the boot sooner.

      She heard the tram come to a stop as she turned the corner to enter the platform. Just in time she thought, as droves of commuters boarded the tram. Jainuzei appeared as the commuters that were around him pulled away into the train like receding tidal waters unveiling a rare sea shell. Her heart beat accelerated and her face flushed.

      “Oh hey, this is quite the surprise,” she said with a glowing smile at him.

      “My apologies if I scared you with my unexpected arrival.”

      “It’s okay, I’m just not used to people waiting for me,” she said. “It’s a nice change.”

      His large hand extended forward allowing her to board first. Chivalry was a thing amongst aliens as well, charming. Alisha boarded the crowded tram as Jainuzei followed behind. Her head moved about looking for a free seat but there were none she could see.

      Jainuzei’s hand tapped her arm and he pointed to a solo seat off the side. He remained standing while Alisha sat down looking straight up toward his tall body. The rest of the passengers on the tram were too preoccupied with their data pads as the tram departed to take any notice of them.

      “I am sure you heard about the deportation call,” Jainuzei said.

      “Yeah, I did,” she said. “You’re not here to enforce it, are you?”

      “Absolutely not, my superiors do not know I am here right now.”

      “Why are you here then, huh?”

      “I wanted to see you,” he said in his deep and charismatic voice “I really enjoyed our talk the other day.”

      “I enjoyed it too,” she said. “I haven’t had anyone to speak with since leaving Earth other than co-workers.”

      “Did you leave behind a family?”

      “My daughter and husband.”

      “Husband?” There was a slight change in the emotion in his voice. He sounded almost disappointed.

      “I don’t know what became of them, if the Hashmedai got them or they moved on with life without me. I’m hoping the latter since it’s all I can do right now.”

      “I had a wife once.”

      “Really?”

      “I had to leave. Being a ranger, traveling to the frontlines was something she couldn’t handle. She didn’t know if or when I would be returning home. I just wish I had been enlightened beforehand, it would have saved her a lot of problems.”

      Jainuzei’s story sounded awfully familiar to Alisha. “My ex-husband, he joined the army, and went to fight a war overseas,” she said. “He was gone for too long, never called, never wrote, my daughter and I couldn’t handle it, it tore us apart. I had to leave.”

      “Ah, so your daughter was from a previous joining?”

      Joining, mates, marriage, the galaxy had all sorts of names for couples and their romantic unions. “She was born with my first husband, then we split, then it was Jake, the one who went to war. We split.” She paused as sadness started to form inside of her. “Jason was my third. Sadly, I’ll never know what became of him.”

      “Jake,” Jainuzei mumbled to himself.

      “Yeah, don’t get me started on him. He’s an interesting fellow I’ll give him that. But yeah, that’s my life in a nutshell.”

      “Well since living with my people, you should be aware of our religion?”

      “I am.”

      “Did you try praying to the gods? Asking for guidance? A better life? The answers to your questions?”

      “Honestly, I’ve avoided religion, well Earth based ones to be fair.”

      “Considered attending the temple?” he said. “At least with an open mind to spirituality, this isn’t the same as total religious devotion if you aren’t ready for that commitment.”

      Her hand raised up brush a lock of her black hair back. “Will you be taking me there?” she asked.

      “I can,” he said and smiled.

      Rather than placing her hand back down, her fingers began to fidget with her hair.

      Minutes later, the tram plunged into the tube that traveled through the ocean beneath the ice. Jainuzei’s eyes zeroed in on the aquatic life and the dark and thick layer of ice above. “These undersea tunnels,” he said. “They bring back memories of a time I’m certain the gods did not want me to die.”

      Jainuzei was indeed a man full of interesting stories, stories Alisha had a compelling desire to learn more. To learn about other things that he experienced living life on the other side of the galaxy. “Tell me something about you I don’t know, Jainuzei.”
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* * *

      Alisha’s apartment, Courelia lower levels, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      “Vynei!”

      “Yes boss?”

      Eicelea’s tiny hand pointed at a knowledge network news article on her data pad. Vynei walked over to the couch where she sat to look at what had piqued her interests.

      “This is it. I told you coming here would be worth it!” Eicelea handed him the pad as he got close. “Look at the contents of this data pad, new ruins have been excavated on Oyuri.”

      His eyebrow rose. “We’re leaving already?”

      “Just to get a look at the place and lay claim to digging and exploration rights,” she said. “Discovery awaits us! And we will be the ones in the history books of this system that uncover the secret knowledge the Lyonria left for us.” She pushed off the couch and walked toward her room. “Now gather your equipment, the Abyssal Explorer will be our ride there!”
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* * *

      Abyssal Pelican, Rasi orbit, Barnard’s Star system

      Destiny, while handcuffed, was pushed into a dark box by two rangers, who promptly left, locking the sliding doors behind her. Blue light from the ceiling was the only means of illumination, but it wasn’t enough light for Destiny to see who sat a desk on the far end of the room.

      It was woman judging by the sound of her voice, but that’s all Destiny was able to tell, other than the fact they spoke to her in Radiance.

      “Sorry, no comprende,” Destiny said.

      “So, it is true,” the woman said in English stepping out from the shadows and into the light. “You are human.”

      Destiny saw a Linl woman with an Asian like appearance. There was a network of psionic implants along her arms, and upper body. She wore a wide and long sleeveless white coat with a black bikini like halter and a pair of tight fitting pants.

      “Sit down,” the psionic woman spoke.

      “I’ll be fine—”

      Destiny’s speech was cut off by the sudden and unexpected force of power that moved her body toward a chair directly in front of the psionic woman. The psionic might of the woman held onto Destiny, her body was picked up and forced to take a seat. “I said, sit down.”

      “If you’re going to kill me, do it now, I don’t have all day.”

      “Have you ever experienced a psionic enhanced interrogation session?” There was nothing but silence and discontent gleaming from Destiny’s face upwards to her captor. “Not surprising. Few humans have from what I gathered living amongst your people.”

      “Yeah? And who the fuck are you supposed to be?”

      “I am Sinzihea,” she said. “But since you are human, you can call me Dianna Lee.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 14

        

      

    

    
      Imperial vacation lounge, New Paryo, Uylanni system

      Fifty years ago...

      The last body of the basement security detail fell to the ground. His exit wound was the size of a fist. Jainuzei was able to see Henylea and Xyniea through it. Ten blood-soaked Hashmedai bodies were spread out all over the floor. All were equipped with plasma rifles, and therefore were either too weak or too young to be a warrior or a guardian. Jainuzei wasn’t keen on the idea of fighting this bunch. There was, after all, no honor in slaying an adversary that was probably too afraid to fight you in the first place.

      Xyniea on the other hand was the complete opposite, not only was it her idea to ambush them, but she was the one that singlehandedly landed seven kill shots. Even if they fail this mission, those kills plus the guardian she killed at the frozen lake would net her a promotion to second class ranger. Every Hashmedai killed without you or your team taking major casualties put you one step closer.

      The deadly trio stepped away from the bloody massacre they created, leaving behind foot prints of blood on the dusty stone-cold floor. Their search through the basement led them to a ramp, at the end of the ramp a small door with a triangle shaped window. White light beamed through it along with the cheering voices of Hashmedai children at play.

      Jainuzei signaled Henylea and Xyniea to stay back as he silently walked in front of the door to gaze out of its window. Yominv was right, the door before him led directly into the mansion’s courtyard. Jainuzei saw five perhaps seven Hashmedai children hurling snowballs from behind snow forts they’d built. One of the youths caught his attention. Could it be? He scanned the child in question, then ran a facial recognition search. The computers within his helmet sent a transmission to the Radiance fleet, conducting operations elsewhere in the system. Cached information from the Radiance knowledge network was accessed ten minutes later when the signal finally arrived then transmitted back to Jainuzei after another ten minutes. The target scanned was none other than, “Prince Akeia,” Jainuzei said while transmitting a copy of his findings back to his team. “And if he is here...”

      “Then the imperial family is as well, Rezeki, Y’lin, Akeia and Kroshka,” Henylea said. “Four targets, this is it, our mission, slay the Hashmedai imperial house.”

      Henylea hastily ran toward the door, the barrel of her rifle pointed toward the window. “I have a clear shot sir,” Henylea reported.

      “Stop,” Jainuzei said, forcing her rifle to lower. “He is an unarmed child.”

      “If I cannot kill him, I shall cut off his cock,” Henylea angrily said to Jainuzei. “That demon child growing up to reproduce will only make this war continue longer.”

      “We have our orders sir.” It was Xyniea stepping forward to take Henylea’s side. “I highly doubt that there is another group of four targets here that are more valuable than the imperial family,” Xyniea said, gazing down the sights of her rifle at the boy laughing with his friends. “There are only four of the imperial family left alive. If they die tonight the empire is finished, along with this war without end.”

      “I will not slay a child, let alone Y’lin who is young, I will not do it,” Jainuzei said. As much as he hated the entire Hashmedai race like everyone else in Radiance, he strongly felt that rules should be followed while their crusade continued, rules that would allow those that were weak to become strong so that they could die a glorious death on the battlefield. By his hands. This thought brought Jainuzei to his next point. “Rezeki however, if he is willing to arm himself and fight, I will fight him. And win.”

      “Fine, you deal with Rezeki,” Henylea said. “We shall deal with the rest.”

      “Don’t forget about the guards,” Xyniea said.

      She had a point. The mansion was still surrounded with snipers on the rooftops and warriors and guardians on the ground. After taking all this into consideration, Jainuzei revealed the plan of action. “We shall strike when Fiesei and everyone else gets here,” he said. “They shall provide enough distraction for us to run in and carry out divine justice.”

      “Agreed,” Henylea said. “May the gods’ light shine upon us.”

      Jainuzei proceeded to communicate with Fiesei, informing him of their discovery and plan.
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* * *

      Abyssal Justice, on approach to New Paryo, Uylanni system

      Melted and twisted metal floated past the Abyssal Justice, a heavily armed Radiance assault cruiser - And the lead ship of the Radiance fleet besieging the Uylanni system. The fleet had been a significant presence in this system for the last eighteen years, capturing the inner planets from the Hashmedai, only to lose them, then regain them. The inner planets were rich in mining recourses, and so provided material for the Hashmedai here to construct or repair ships. A few other smaller planets had farming colonies that provided fresh food to the Hashmedai living throughout this system, especially New Paryo, a heavily populated Hashmedai colony mostly filled with civilians.

      The battle for control of the inner planets intensified over the last two months, to the point where it appeared that the Hashmedai may lose these planets and their resources permanently. As such all Hashmedai ships in the area were ordered to join the battle to drive out Radiance, leaving New Paryo minimally defended. It was a calculated risk, but the actions of Radiance suggested to the Hashmedai, that New Paryo would fall after the inner planets had since Radiance had many chances to strike it, but ignored it.

      It was all part of General Ary Hilemei’s plan.

      Striking New Paryo right away held too many risks, namely the five command ships that were in orbit. Each one had a full-sized fleet of Hashmedai warships docked inside it. For every ship they would destroy or badly damage, a new one could be built sometime later from the inner planets, or in the case of a damaged one, repaired. Hitting the inner planets not only cut off the Hashmedai in this system from needed resources, but eventually forced the command ships in orbit around New Paryo to leave and join the inner world fight. All the while, Whisper agents convinced the emperor that morale was slipping away on New Paryo, and that he should visit it as often as he could, to encourage people not to be afraid, especially when they were drafted into coming becoming soldiers or ship’s crew.

      Hilemei stroked his beard upon seeing Fiesei’s holographic projection conjure in front of him. Hilemei sat in the commander’s chair aboard the Abyssal Justice’s main bridge. A few crew members were taken away with burns to their arms and face, the recent battle with the Hashmedai was slightly harder than Hilemei had planned.

      “Are you certain?” Hilemei asked Fiesei.

      After a two-minute communication delay he said. “Yes sir.” Fiesei’s hologram flickered, the recent battle had damaged shipwide holographic projectors. “We have visual confirmation. The imperial family is here.”

      “We are only a few minutes away,” Hilemei said. “Ensure that no ship from that compound leaves, understood?”

      “Understood, sir,” he said, and with that, Fiesei’s hologram vanished.

      “Helm, set a course to New Paryo,” said Hilemei.

      “Yes, sir,” said Ensign Gab Rixea.

      Hilemei stood to face Ure Karklosea, the lead shipboard psionic. “Karklosea,” Hilemei said. “Fiesei went in without any psionic aid, should things go astray.”

      “I will be ready to assist them sir,” she said, brushing her blonde hair back, newly cut short as he recalled. “However, I have never been to this world, so my teleport in may be inaccurate.”

      “Do your best, we won’t have time for your mind to scan the surface,” Hilemei said, then sat back down in his chair. New Paryo came into view from the forward window of the bridge, a lightly defended white globe, all alone in the night. “May the gods’ light shine upon us.”
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* * *

      Imperial vacation lounge, New Paryo, Uylanni system

      “Team six in ready for battle,” Mil Celei said over Jainuzei’s communicator.

      “Recon team, are you ready?” asked Fiesei.

      Jainuzei took one last look at Henylea and Xyniea, they both nodded yes. Xyniea still didn’t have her helmet on, and he was glad for that, as he could see the wickedness burning in her brown eyes. “Ready for battle,” Jainuzei said. “May the gods’ light shine upon us all.”

      Seconds later, Jainuzei gazed out the window into the courtyard. The Hashmedai began to run with a sense of urgency, taking up a defense placement. Yelling in the Hashmedai tongue echoed, then weapons fire. A deadly symphony of magnetic rifle fire and plasma rifle fire played, then a chorus of plasma melee weapons cutting away at their intended targets followed.

      Jainuzei kicked in the door and the trio entered the courtyard to spray bullets with fatal results. Jainuzei aimed his rifle up toward the snipers on the rooftops, while Henylea and Xyniea gunned down the children and the warriors that failed to protect them, turning the snow forts a dark pink color as blood and body parts splattered across it. Most of the snipers that Jainuzei could see were dead, their blood dripping toward the snowy courtyard below them. He turned around, having noticed the dead children and grimaced. Akeia however was not one of them, he was quickly taken away by a guardian. Akeia and his protector ran toward the entrance, Henylea took notice and pivoted toward them, her rifle locked into the two fleeing Hashmedai.

      Suddenly her body was pushed to the ground with Jainuzei on top as he screamed, “Sniper!” It was a lie. The guilt within his heart forced his hand in the matter.

      “Gods damn it sir, I could have gotten them!” Henylea shouted as they returned to their feet.

      “You’re welcome,” Jainuzei said quietly to himself.

      “This way!” Xyniea shouted as she ran toward the entrance Akeia had escaped through.

      Henylea and Jainuzei followed while five Hashmedai warriors jump jetted over the walls, and into the courtyard. All five of them charged their plasma great swords, and chased them with the sound of hatred in their battle cry.
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* * *

      “We should have never had you come here milord,” Iolysta said as she and Rezeki ran down the dark hallways. Legions of Hashmedai guardians and warriors ran past them in the opposite direction, all of them with their swords drawn and changed.

      Bullets shattered a set of windows Rezeki and Iolysta were walking past, the fragments of glass raining down on them had no effect as tiny blue ripples of light were seen with each piece of glass hitting them. Iolysta extended her psionic shields to protect them. The corner of Rezeki’s eye revealed the carnage in the courtyard, panic gripped his mind as he remembered Akeia was there playing. He stopped to look for signs of his son. Nothing.

      “Iolysta, Akeia was out there, please find him and Kroshka!”

      “We must get you to safety—”

      “That’s an order! Find my son and daughter now!”

      “At once, milord!”

      Iolysta’s psionic gifts caused her to levitate then float out the shattered window toward the courtyard below. Two heavily armored Hashmedai approached Rezeki as he watched Iolysta leave. They were equipped with the same heavy combat armor guardians wore, but armed with plasma polearms. The imperial guards.

      “Please come with us,” one of them said. “The transport is this way.”
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* * *

      Two guardians joined the five warriors that entered the courtyard. Their shields deflecting the bullet storm, Henylea, Xyniea and Jainuzei released as they backed into the hallway leading into the courtyard. A tractor beam mounted to the sword of one of the guardians attempted to pull Henylea away, her shields held, preventing it from pulling her, though the force of the beam drained her armor’s battery quickly.

      “Gods damn it!” Henylea shouted, leaping back into cover within the hallway.

      “We need to keep moving!” said Xyniea.

      “Not with them behind us in these halls,” Jainuzei said, continuing to fire in hopes that their combined weapons fire would drain the batteries of the guardians, resulting in their arm mounted shields failing.

      Massive white fire balls fell from the skies, exploding on top of the Hashmedai, incinerating their bodies and melting their armor turning the snow into hot steam. The blast was so intense and sudden all three of them had to shield their faces from the light. When the light and heat faded away, a female Hashmedai psionic appeared, and hovered over piles of smoldering flesh and metal. She had blue skin and long black hair. Jainuzei saw the psionic smile and wink at Xyniea, while Xyniea returned the gesture. Why would a Hashmedai psionic turn on her own people during a time like this? Jainuzei couldn’t figure out who was more dishonorable at this point, that psionic, or Xyniea.
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* * *

      Iolysta levitated her body up into the sky after confirming that Xyniea was alive and well and dealing with the Hashmedai that were giving her team some problems. She looked down below at the mansion which now seemed a lot smaller, with even smaller figures running along the sides of it, streaks of green and grey shock waves skittered all over. The battle was fierce, neither side was giving any quarter. Yominv’s voice transmitted through her communication ear implant. This better be good, she thought.

      “We got two problems,” he said.

      Of course we do. “What is it?”

      “I’ve taken command of the transport, however, Rezeki ran to search for Y’lin after discovering she isn’t aboard.” Yominv transmitted his message. “I told him she’s on another transport, but he doesn’t believe me.”

      “Great, what about Akeia and Kroshka?”

      “I have them,” he said.

      “I have Y’lin locked in her room. Xyniea is inside now, let’s hope she’ll take care of her.” That’s one issue solved possibly, now for the next. “What is the second issue?”

      “Radiance Union. Their fleets are moving in to glass this world, and I have no plans on being here when that happens.”

      Iolysta sighed, as she had nothing else to offer at this time, and no backup plan if this world gets glassed with Rezeki still on it as there were no Hashmedai ships in orbit she could teleport to. Nothing is ever easy, she thought.
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* * *

      Rezeki’s hands frantically pushed aside furniture that blocked the main entrance to his and Y’lin’s bedroom chamber. Whoever took the time to barricade her in clearly didn’t take into account that if he could push it aside, Radiance could as well and get to her. This is not how you protect your empress, someone is going to be executed for this. Multiple thumping sounds vibrated across the door, it was Y’lin, the panic and fear that must be going through her body triggered Rezeki to push the makeshift barricade away faster. His two guards pleaded and insisted he step aside and let them handle it. Their plea went unanswered, Iolysta may have been a good fuck now and then, but Rezeki’s heart ultimately belonged to Y’lin. If she was destined to die before her time, then he would too.

      At last Y’lin was free, her unsteady hands embraced Rezeki. Rezeki then heard the hissing sound of two plasma weapons priming. The two guards stepped forward down the hall with their green glowing polearms deployed. Someone was here.

      Rezeki’s turned his head to see three Radiance rangers in combat armor with their rifles drawn. One of them, a Rabuabin woman, had no helmet on, while another had a plasma great sword strapped to his back. An odd sight indeed, Rezeki always thought Radiance were cowards who always relied on projectile weapons to achieve victory. They slow walked forward, as the two guards did the same.

      “We’ll hold them off Your Majesty,” one of them said. “Please be safe.”
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* * *

      Jainuzei grinned upon seeing the two polearm wielding Hashmedai get closer. In all the years he’d been fighting the Hashmedai, he’s never seen a plasma polearm. The warriors must be a special unit. Worthy adversaries. Rezeki and Y’lin fled in the opposite direction down the hallway.

      “Xyniea and Henylea, double back and see if you can reach Rezeki and Y’lin from the outside,” said Jainuzei.

      “Sir?” asked Henylea.

      Jainuzei dropped his rifle and unsheathed his plasma great sword, holding it in front him. “I’ll take care of them,” he said. “Get the emperor and empress, alive if you can.”

      They nodded and carried out his orders, running back down the dark hallways, searching for an intersection that would result in them coming into contact with their fleeing targets. With Jainuzei alone with the two Hashmedai, he powered the great sword. The power drain on his armor’s battery caused his shield to overload and power down. But that was okay, in his eyes fighting an enemy in melee combat with an energy shield was unfair if they didn’t have one themselves. To level the playing field, Jainuzei removed his helmet. He felt the sweat in his brown hair slowly crystallize due to the freezing air that Hashmedai love to live in.

      A brief stare down began, both Hashmedai slowly side stepped around Jainuzei like a pack of Talsyk wolves sizing up their prey, which was somewhat of a natural state for them. Hashmedai did evolve from a carnivore species that preyed on anything that moved. One of the Hashmedai laughed at Jainuzei, while another who now stood behind him hissed and displayed his fangs. Jainuzei simply stood still and briefly shut his eyes, controlling his breathing, controlling his emotions, placing his mind in a state few Aryile were able to do. His green reptilian eyes opened as he entered his combat trance and waited for the first strike.

      The first strike came and Jainuzei’s feet moved him out from harm’s way and into the heat of battle. A series of lunges came at him from both front and behind but he deflected the hits. The two Hashmedai showed signs of shock on their faces, no doubt surprised that an Aryile in full combat armor was able to move so fast and had mastered using one of their weapons. Their seemingly endless waltz continued, thrust after thrust, slash after slash, plasma weapons hit each other, but none of those weapons came close to hitting those that wielded them.

      A well-timed wall jump by Jainuzei turned the tide of their dance of death, putting him directly behind one of his adversaries, then his blade through their chest, burning away a section of his armor. The heat from Jainuzei’s weapon sent a small plume of smoke into the air that smelt like charred flesh and melted metal and wires. Jainuzei blade was once again being held in front of him as his last reaming opponent stood, with hatred burning in his soulless demonic body.

      The Hashmedai charged at him, this time his thrusts were quicker. Jainuzei was forced to perform another wall jump, which turned into a wall run. He needed to put some distance between them, needed more time to think about his next moves. Jainuzei’s feet hit the ground then without delay he about-faced and waved one of his hands in a come-over-here motion toward the Hashmedai.

      Come over was exactly what the Hashmedai did.

      Another dazzling display of melee combat ensued, a fanatical game of fight to the death that neither fighter wanted to lose. A rapid succession of four strikes dispatched toward Jainuzei missed except for the last one which slashed the side of his shoulder. A fountain of sparks shot forward, some of them burning the sides of his face. The electronics in that section of his armor was damaged, and quite possibly the flesh below it. The unexpected hit distracted Jainuzei long enough for him to be hit by another slash across his face. He felt the warmth and thickness of his own blood ooze down across his eye. His thoughts were still intact as the wound wasn’t deep enough to be fatal. Come on focus! He said to himself.

      A leg sweep via the end of the Hashmedai’s weapon sent Jainuzei to the ground back first. Distractions, a warrior’s worst enemy. And more often than not, an enemy that was extremely deadly. The Hashmedai raised his arm into air and brought it down heading straight for Jainuzei’s heart. Jainuzei spun his downed body to the side, narrowly avoiding the thrust, which resulted in the pole arm piercing the floor. Jumping to his feet Jainuzei took advantage, and delivered the bottom of his boot to the Hashmedai’s face, sending him backwards in the same manner he fell. Back first into the ground. Jainuzei then charged over and grabbed the pole arm out from the floor and placed the tip of its blade just above the face of the now downed Hashmedai. Jainuzei’s foot rested on the Hashmedai’s neck, with his other on his chest.

      The Hashmedai hissed in pain while gasping for air as Jainuzei said. “You are a worthy adversary.” He pushed the pole arm through the Hashmedai’s face, penetrating his skull, while the plasma burned the center of his brain. “Thank you for giving me the honor of slaying you.” A small pool of blood formed under the Hashmedai’s head while black smoke filled the air.
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* * *

      After making half a dozen turns and gunning down unsuspecting Hashmedai warriors and fleeing Hashmedai servants, Xyniea and Henylea left a hallway that put them in front of Rezeki and Y’lin. The couple stopped, shocked at the sight of the two Radiance rangers with their rifles pointed at them. Rezeki pushed Y’lin back but she fell to the ground so he stood in front of her, ready to shield her body with his. Noble, but I need you alive, Xyniea thought then she went to address Henylea. “Hold on a sec—”

      Before Xyniea could finish, Henylea’s rifle started to scream. Rezeki fell backwards, his blood spattering across Y’lin’s face and white gown and platinum hair.

      Oh, my fucking gods, Xyniea thought.

      Henylea stepped over toward Rezeki’s dying body and aimed her rife between his eyes to finish the job, then spoke. “I have seen three worlds glassed at the hands of you demons. One of them was home to all my brothers and sisters. I will never see them again thanks to your kind.” Henylea’s fingers hovered above the trigger. Xyniea on the other hand commanded the nano machines within her rifle to form a large harpoon then stepped next to Henylea as she continued to speak. “If the gods decide to have mercy upon your soul, may you find peace within their embrace.”

      The harpoon Xyniea conjured launched through the side of Henylea’s head at point blank, shattering her already weakened shields in the process. Henylea spiraled to the floor, falling next to Rezeki. “Speak for yourself,” Xyniea said. This operation was supposed to see Y’lin on the floor drawing her last breath, not Rezeki. Iolysta is going to be furious, she thought as she aimed her rifle toward Y’lin’s trembling body and debated if she should finish the job. Xyniea lowered her rifle and said in the Hashmedai language, “Not your time today.” She then sent a broadcast to all the Radiance forces in the area, “Mission objectives completed, let’s get out of here.”
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* * *

      The outside of the mansion was littered with maimed bodies of Hashmedai and Radiance forces alike. Jainuzei stepped outside trying his best not to let the cold air cause any more discomfort in his injured body. He held the plasma pole arm in one hand while his great sword was secured on his back. Fiesei and four other surviving rangers leapt into Hashmedai recon bikes and shot forward down the hill. Word had gotten out about the impending planetary glassing that was minutes away. An evac point was set up closer to the foot of the mountain where Karklosea and a small detachment from the Abyssal Justice teleported down.

      Jainuzei approached a vacant recon bike as Xyniea emerged from around the corner, calling his name, and requesting for him to wait. Multiple bolts of green balls plasma hurled over her head, surviving Hashmedai were chasing her. Jainuzei climbed onto the hovering vehicle as Xyniea rode on the back seat.

      “Get us out of here!” Xyniea shouted.

      “Where’s Henylea?” asked Jainuzei as he ducked his head from incoming plasma.

      “She’s with the gods now.” It was all Jainuzei needed to power the engines and drive forward in a desperate race to keep up with his comrades who had a head start to the evac zone.

      Six recon bikes accelerated down the snow-covered mountain side, dodging trees, rocks and other objects that appeared in their path of escape. Later plasma balls made their way to that list of things to dodge, four Hashmedai on bikes of their own were in pursuit. The worst of it was, Jainuzei and Xyniea were the closest to the Hashmedai as they were the last to leave.

      “Xyniea!”

      “I’m on it sir!” Her rifle exploded with fire toward those pursuing Hashmedai. “Left, left, left!” she shouted. Jainuzei made a hard turn left, and five balls of plasma shot forward in the general direction of their previous location.

      Their bike zigzagged about avoiding everything that was tossed at them. Hitting a tree would have been an explosive and messy result as one Radiance controlled bike discovered the hard way. Five left, that number turned to four after two minutes. The Hashmedai bikes weren’t faring well either. One bike turned too fast and lost control, the body of the operator tumbling aimlessly hitting every rock and tree until his head exploded on the final one. Another Hashmedai took a bullet square in the neck from Xyniea.

      Xyniea laughed at her marksmanship then stopped suddenly as their bike launched off a sudden steep drop, they were airborne, the remaining two Hashmedai following suit seconds later. Jainuzei felt as if time was slowing down as his senses entered an extremely heightened sense of awareness and self-preservation. He saw every snow flake, every ball of plasma, and every piece of snow that shot up through the air via their bike and of course their slow fall to the ground below. He pushed the nose of the bike lower, causing it to nose dive at a forty-five-degree angle altering its deceleration rate as a result. One Hashmedai bike launched above them, Xyniea must have been going through the exact feeling Jainuzei was as she quickly aimed the sights of her rifle up, and ripped a hole though the bottom of the Hashmedai bike above. Her bullets probably hit a critical system since the bike exploded while still in midair killing everyone on it.

      Jainuzei and Xyniea’s bike slammed into the snow below them. The impact shattered both of their shields, and probably did some major damage to the bike. Not that they cared, it still worked and carried them forward to freedom. The evac zone was in sight. Karklosea hovered in the air and created a large barrier around her and three rangers from the Abyssal Justice. After dodging a clearing of trees, Jainuzei saw a crashed bike up head and the last remaining Hashmedai bike parked next to it. Upon closer inspection as they got closer, Jainuzei saw a pair of smoldering legs and ashes in the snow, the ranger of that bike was vaporized by a plasma rifle. He must have lost control after that jump, living long enough to get shot, Jainuzei thought then adjusted their course to intercept.

      The Hashmedai took cover behind his parked bike and fired a steady burst of plasma toward Jainuzei and Xyniea. Jainuzei’s reflexes guided them away from each shot, then as he got close he removed his hands from the handle bars of the bike, grabbed onto his pole arm, and extended it to his side. The plasma within the pole arm wasn’t activated since it wasn’t linked to his battery pack, but that was okay, the speeds that were traveling plus the natural sharpness of the weapon should be enough to take the Hashmedai’s head off on impact.

      And it was.

      In the distance, Jainuzei saw two bikes left, they both entered Karklosea’s protective grace via an irised section of her psionic barrier. Jainuzei and Xyniea’s bike minutes later arrived and came to a stop, Karklosea lowered her body, and shut her eyes to focus as her cybernetics began to glow. The blue light flashed and surviving Radiance team vanished.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Abyssal Justice, New Paryo orbit, Uylanni system

      Jainuzei’s body floated in the weightless environment of the Abyssal Justice infirmary. The blood from the top of his head started to turn into beads of red orbiting above him. Fiesei floated toward him and his armor covered hand patted Jainuzei.

      “Excellent work,” Fiesei said to Jainuzei. “You all did an outstanding job. Riches and promotions will be given to you all,” he said to the rest of the group, and floated out of sight.

      Xyniea floated over to Jainuzei then used all her strength to grab his head and pulled it toward her. She gave him a long erotic kiss, he pushed away. “I have a wife!”

      “I used to have one,” she said with a smirk. “They’re annoying if you’re always on the frontlines.”

      The Abyssal Justice, along with a small fleet of Radiance cruisers surrounded the snow draped planet of New Paryo, and launched an orbital bombardment of large orbs of plasma from their forward plasma cannons. The white glow of the planet’s surface slowly turned into a red glowing and blackened waste land, grey smoke eventually blocked out all sunlight to the planet’s surface. What remained of the Hashmedai ships in the system came to drive out the Radiance forces, but it was too late. A fiery battle ensued for two hours, resulting in Radiance officially controlling the system.
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* * *

      Hashmedai transport, leaving New Paryo orbit, Uylanni system

      During the battle, a lone transport ship made its exit, neither side saw it as they were busy with combat operations. Neither side noticed that it docked with a Hashmedai corvette outside of the system.

      Iolysta and Yominv floated in the cockpit of the transport. Y’lin was with her two children, consoling them as they grieved for the loss of their father and emperor. Iolysta reminded silent as the transport began to latch into the airlock of the corvette. Had she known things would have ended up the way they did, she would have taken more of an active role. The only reason she held back was to make herself look good in the eyes of everyone else. Nobody was to know she and Yominv were working with the Celestial Order.

      “I know how much this plan meant to you,” Yominv whispered to her. “You were really passionate about becoming Rezeki’s new Empress, as with the order.”

      “We will find another way,” she whispered back. “Hannah will be born in a few years. Humanity must be brought onto the galaxy stage soon.”
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      ￼Kasidey’s transport, Interstellar space, Outside of Proxima Centauri system

      Kasidey’s transport came to a full stop and idled several kilometers outside of wide debris field. Fragments of compartments that were once part of an impressive interstellar ship covered their whole line of sight. Some of the ships in the debris field were still partly intact, though many of them were straight up split in half, with darkened burn marks along its battle scared hull.

      Whigli stood behind Kasidey as she conducted a deep scan of each piece of the melted metal war torn derelict ships. One of them caught his attention so he pointed toward it as it came into view from their windshield. “Those look like Radiance ships, or what’s left of them,” said Whigli. He then pointed to another wreckage of an unknown design. “Not sure what that is or rather was.”

      Kasidey’s scan alerted her to the detection of something, something that made her smile. He couldn’t see exactly what it was as he looked over her shoulder and down towards the holo screen. The only thing he could put together was that whatever had fascinated her, existed deep within the hulk a badly ripped apart ship.

      “Feeling adventurous?” Kasidey said with a smile toward Whigli.

      “Not really.”

      “I think it’s cute you think you have an option in the matter.” She stood and started to move toward the exit of the cockpit. “We need to board that ship, keep me company.” Her body once again began to liquefy and her human appearance changed into that of Chidorli.

      They both teleported outside of the transport and engaged in a spacewalk without space suits, they didn’t need it. A psionic barrier kept all the air, pressure, and temperatures they needed to survive around them.

      Telekinesis allowed their bodies to carefully fly through the debris field, and from time to time hurl a chunk of metal away from their path. She led the way toward the ship in question, Whigli followed while observing closer what they floated into.

      It was a graveyard.

      Mutilated bodies orbited many of the ships that were broken up into pieces. Most of them didn’t have a space suit on, suggesting they were suddenly blown out into space when their ship met its end. Many of the victims were of the Radiance navy, judging by the grey jumpsuits, though some of the bodies wore no uniform at all but lab coats and hazard suits instead. Someone must have attacked a ship transporting scientists and it became quite clear which of these ships were the ones holding the scientists, the ship that had Kasidey’s attention.

      They ventured inside the ruined ship, a flashlight lit the way, being telekinetically controlled by Kasidey. As expected, Whigli didn’t see many bodies inside the ship, they were all outside. The layout of the ship’s interior was Radiance in design, though there were several notable differences like the lack of hand bars on the sides of the walls to aid in movement when in zero-g.

      The deeper sections of the ship had bodies floating about, many of them charred like the floors and walls around them. They had to force open some doors with their minds, while others had to be all out destroyed. The fires that burned in this section of the ship were so intense at the time that the doors had melted shut.

      “Here we go,” she said as she floated in some kind of command and control section of the ship.

      Her flashlight shone on a spiraling body wearing armor, human made at that. It was a protect suit, just like the ones EDF use. There were several bodies, human bodies, in the room all of them with protect suits. Kasidey used her psionics to round them all up into one central location.

      “That it?” Whigli asked.

      “No,” she said. “There’s one last thing.”

      She rummaged through damaged computers, the bodies of the humans then later the bodies of Radiance personnel. Floating cabinets were searched then later the floors and ceilings as she beamed her flashlight on those areas. She found what she was looking for at last, a data pad with a small data crystal still inside of it.

      “Now, we are good,” Kasidey said, securing the pad to orbit around her.

      “All this way? For human combat armor and a data pad.”

      Kasidey said nothing more as she approached the pile of corpses she rounded up. She entered the familiar trance like state and began the process of teleporting back to the transport with her newfound loot with her.

      The process was a puzzling one to Whigli. Yes, she took on the form of Chidorli who was a psionic, but she lacked any of the cybernetic augmentation that would have allowed her to tap into the level of power she clearly was able to wield. Psionics without upgrades were typically limited to telekinesis, telepathy and ESP at times, everything else required implants.

      Whigli appeared back aboard the transport seconds after Kasidey’s teleport. Kasidey was found back in the cockpit, her form returned to her human form as she regained control of the ship and flew it toward its next destination, wherever that was. Her hands held onto a red gem whose light began to glow immensely the longer she gripped onto it. A wormhole tore open the fabric of space in front them, forming the gateway toward their next stop in the galaxy.
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* * *

      Muro, Taxah, Uelcovis system

      Nearly two weeks had passed since Zhinbryo and Onatiasha arrived at Taxah to provide extra protection to their source of intel on the Celestial Order, Lord Hasiv. Two weeks of waking up and meandering around the manor while Hasiv attended to his duties, whatever those were. For a person who was supposed to oversee the colony, Onatiasha never once saw him do anything of importance. No meetings with subordinates, no planning of future projects, no political stuff, nothing. The whole manor as far as she was concerned was one big pleasure palace.

      During her patrols, she heard servants and the like gossip about who was copulating with whom. Some laborers after three hours of work complained it was too much and wanted several days off to recover. Three hours? None of these people would last long on any other Hashmedai world.

      Both Onatiasha and Zhinbryo were invited to a gathering in one of Hasiv’s larger dining halls. Typically, at the end of a day the staff would get together, eat the finest meals on the world and drink until they couldn’t stand up straight, and in some cases, regurgitate the meals they just finished consuming. Onatiasha and Zhinbryo had little to no interest in such events. Too risky. Should the order make a strike, then what? They fight while they drunkenly held onto their weapons?

      Nevertheless, the staff insisted that every day they attended the get together, ignoring Onatiasha’s resounding ‘no’ as her response every time she was asked. Tonight, was the exception. “If I say yes will you refrain from asking me again?” she said in reply to the request this time around.

      Everyone sat in front of a wide gold-plated oval table. Every attendee held large goblets of wine, while shimmering silver plates holding an assortment of meats kept everyone’s bellies full. Soft music played in the back, created by a duet of two young topless males wearing loincloths and playing wind instruments. Behind them, a trio of exotically clad female dancers, their bodies moving in sync with the music.

      The music was the only sound that kept Onatiasha sane. The other sounds in the room were nothing more than load drunken roars from the men, while the women followed up with drunken howls as a means of competing to see who could be the most annoying.

      I should have said no... Onatiasha thought as she pushed her goblet away, still full to the brim after being here for an hour.

      A firm elbow rammed Onatiasha on her side. “Drink more my friend!” It was Sev, one of the male servants, the very same one she locked her eyes onto when arriving.

      “Is this all the nobles here do?” she asked him.

      “Drink and fuck, it is the Taxah way,” he said. “Happiness is good for the body and mind, there’s a reason stress levels are the lowest here compared to the rest of the empire.”

      And quite possibly the laziest people. “Where I come from happiness comes from working hard.”

      “Now, now, don’t fuss over lust!” He then pointed toward Zhinbryo, who was smiling and chatting with Kezea. “Look at your friend Zhinbryo, at least he’s enjoying himself.”

      Onatiasha’s mouth twisted the longer she looked at Zhinbryo. She had no problem with him fraternizing with women, in fact it might just have improved his mood for once with all the years of built up sexual frustration he had inside of him. But it was not the time and she had told him before they stepped in here they were just going to be here as a formality, nothing more, and that included not having a good time.

      Now they’d continue to ask them to come, rather they’d pester him. They were a team. She needed him to be ready for anything. “I should go,” she said.

      “Wait,” Sev said, holding onto her arm. “At least finish your drink.”

      Onatiasha’s eyed the untouched goblet and its dark pink contents. She brought the drink closer to her nose and took in its sweet and fresh aroma. Paryo red wine, 1981 vintage. That was a good year.

      Very well, just one drink...
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* * *

      Hours after the party died down Zhinbryo returned to his room with Kezea. They both wobbled from side to side as their heavy drinking hampered their ability to walk correctly. The second the doors slid shut, Kezea yanked her red blouse off and attacked Zhinbryo’s lips with her tongue. Zhinbryo’s pants hit the floor shortly afterwards as he firmly held onto her hips and his tongue glided down her neck and down toward her breasts.

      “What you say your name was?” he asked as the last of his clothing was cast away, unveiling his muscular, war-torn body.

      “Don’t you remember me from your arrival?”

      “Yeah, er um.”

      Zhinbryo’s mind wasn’t its regular calm self. He suspected it was all the booze, or perhaps the fact that this was the first time he’d been this close to a female in he couldn’t remember how long. It was years, and that was not counting all the years spent in cryostasis or space bridge limbo.

      Their frisky hands and tongues resumed their previous actions, exploring each other’s bodies as they finally fell onto the bed. Kezea had nothing on except her skirt. Not that he cared. Everything he was looking for was under that skirt, prominently displayed when he spread her legs apart.

      “Man of few words?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      His head lowered while he put his tongue to use yet again, Kezea’s head flicked backwards while both of her hands stroked through Zhinbryo’s short hair. He felt her hands start to twitch after a minute then later her claws deploy, fueled by the ecstasy he was providing her.

      He lifted his face and tongue away from her. Looking down he saw that she was breathing heavily, not moving, not saying a word, and not responding to his presence. She was paralyzed in pure mind-blowing pleasure, and taking her time recovering from the intense rush. It was now his turn.

      He moved his hips, resulting in her experiencing another wave of pleasure. He felt his sides rip slightly while her claws dug into the flesh, making her territory. Never in his whole life had he had a woman lubricate him in this manner as he kept on pumping. His vision started to blur and his mind slowly became clouded.

      He passed out.
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* * *

      Onatiasha’s one drink set off a chain reaction of events she couldn’t have foreseen. She and Sev’s naked bodies rolled, twisted on the bed in her room. For a servant he was quite brawny, however the soldier in her established dominance in the end as she placed him on his back, made his chest glisten in the aftermath of her mouth and tongue gliding across it. Her hand later reached back to see if he was hard enough for what her intoxicated body wanted next.

      He was. She guided him in and moved her hips up and down while continuing to pin his shoulders to the bed with her claw deployed hands. Her vision slowly became obstructed. At first, she thought it was her long purple hair that was now untied and partly in her face. No, something else was at work, something she would have to worry about later. Right now, she needed focus on the intense growing pleasure between her thighs, and accept the fact that she wasn’t any different from Zhinbryo. A hardworking soldier with built up sexual frustration.

      Her claws dug into Sev’s skin as the first of four climaxes hit. She kept moving up and down relentlessly, giving him no time to catch his breath, no time to recover from his first release. She felt his soft hands hold onto her waist, bracing for the moment when her Hashmedai womanly body lost control and tore his flesh with her claws, scratching the top of his chest. She couldn’t help but wonder what Jazz’s reaction was when they got drunk and entered a fierce bout like this. She still to this day never could remember the details, just that she was just as wet now as she was back on that human made couch.

      They wrestled for a bit in a playful manner, she experienced another release during the one moment he managed to get on top. His back paid the price later thanks to her still deployed claws. The result was her on top once again, just much closer to his body. Her tongue seconds away from his chest, while she felt the warmness of his second release. Or was it third? She couldn’t figure it out.

      She passed out moments later.

      Onatiasha’s head was spinning in ways she never thought possible the next day. To her surprise, she awoke on the floor next to her bed, still naked from the night before, not that she had much memory of it. Drinks, Sev and his firm cock, that was about it. An hour later and she was still on the floor, it was taking much longer for her body to recover than she remembered the last time she had too much to drink. And as she remembered she ended up bedding Jazz. No, this was more than just a hangover, a strong warrior woman like her shouldn’t be struggling this much.

      Another hour passed, Onatiasha was finally able to muster enough strength to get her uniform back on and limp over to the intercom next to her bed. Zhinbryo was no doubt looking for her assuming he wasn’t experiencing the same problem.

      “Zhinbryo,” she mumbled into the intercom. “Please tell me you didn’t drink too much like I did.” There was no reply on his end. “Zhinbryo are you there?”

      Just one drink, great idea and you wonder why you got demoted?

      The doors to her room slid open, and the disturbing sight of butchered bodies in the halls put her senses on high alert, the best her weakened mind would allow. That goblet had much more than just wine in, no doubt about it now. She quickly returned to her room, this time taking the time to arm herself with her combat armor, sword, and shield. She hoped her body was up to the task of a fight should she encounter one. Whatever was in that drink was still partly affecting her.

      She moved past streams of blood and more bodies from the manor staff as she made her way through the halls to Zhinbryo’s room, hoping he hadn’t joined the unmoving dead around her. She entered his room through unlocked doors, not something he would do overnight that was for sure. On the floor, was a familiar sight, a naked Zhinbryo struggling to get up. She moved toward him quickly, offering him his uniform and helping him up to his feet. Out of the corner of her eye, through his window, she saw the shadow of a transport ship land outside. In the distance, she saw several groups of riflemen, warriors, and guardians exit two transport ships. Judging by their uniforms they were part of the Taxah militia, and by the green hue radiating from their weapons they were ready for a raid on the manor.
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* * *

      Shade Flare, Uranus orbit, Sol system

      The Hashmedai carrier, Shade Flare was getting a lot of praise after it single handily took control of the Uranus sector, its assets and pushed out the human ship that came to interfere with their plans. Hours after the battle, additional Hashmedai ships from the fleet passed through the wormhole, setting up shop around Uranus. Smaller ships surrounded the helium-3 mining platforms to prevent the humans there from escaping as they figured out what to do with them. Slave labor? Or execution? I’ll let the empress figure that one out, Yominv thought as his transport docked with the Shade Flare.

      Yominv floated away from his transport as the doors opened, revealing the transport docking bay and the three brothers who successfully returned alive from the special task he gave them. Iekia Gorar and Tenery.

      “And?” Yominv asked as he floated toward them.

      “It is done, Admiral,” Iekia said.

      “Splendid!” Yominv said with happiness in his tone of voice. “Return to the Scathing Hand, at once, I have a greater task for you three.”

      The three brothers nodded and proceeded to move to a transport preparing to transfer crew members to the Scathing Hand. Yominv continued to tour the vessel giving his praise and congratulations to the crew as he passed them in the corridors. Nobody aboard this ship knew of his secret allegiance to the Celestial Order, which injected a smug feeling into his thoughts as he smiled and gave his thanks to them. Soon, they would all learn the truth, and know that an order member had no ill intentions toward them despite the fact that they all do when it comes to the order.

      He entered the interceptor bay, dozens of interceptor fighters hung from the ceiling like sleeping bats. In the far section of the bay, a small manufacturing plant was hard at work building new interceptors to replace the ones that were destroyed fighting the humans. Neviana floated next to an interceptor, her cybernetics glowed blue as her hand brushed across the cold and smooth hull of the craft that had red stripes painted along it.

      “Neviana,” Yominv said as he got close to her. “How does it feel to fly again?”

      Neviana was a former pilot of the psionic fighters which had all but been phased out of the imperial navy. The population of Hashmedai psionics still posed an issue as more were killed each year in combat, compared to the number born. Psionic breeding camps just couldn’t keep up with the demand, so psionic fighters like Neviana were all resigned. Yominv however, had other plans, place a psionic in the cockpit of a normal interceptor and see what happened, an unorthodox way of using psionics, as psionics in the old psionic fighters were nothing more than co-pilots, used as a means of extra fire power. A psionic in the cockpit of an interceptor gained all the ESP advantages capital ships had and increased survivability.

      “I belong out there,” Neviana said to him as her mind continued to probe her interceptor.

      “I can see that,” he said. “Shipboard psionic duties aren’t for you, slaying those that oppose us are.”

      “Most impressive, Admiral,” Empress Y’lin’s said from behind him.

      Turning around Yominv saw her float in the sea of weightlessness as two of her armed bodyguards hovered next to her shoulder to shoulder.

      “Your Majesty,” Yominv said bowing. “I had no idea you were here.”

      “I had to see the power of the wormhole myself,” said Y’lin. “You, Noylarlie, and the rest of your team have proven yourselves. I want you to push things forward now. No more hit and run attacks.”

      “Invasion of Earth?”

      “Turn it to glass, and bring me the heads of the any surviving Radiance zealots.”

      Yominv bowed again. “Of course, Your Majesty.”

      Y’lin moved forward to continue her inspection, propelled by her telekinetic thoughts while her two bodyguards moved alongside. Both Yominv and Neviana floated away in the opposite direction as their fake smiles originally aimed at the empress transformed in to real frowns as they were outside of hearing range from her.

      “When do we cut off her head?” Neviana whispered to Yominv.

      “Waiting for the word from our order brothers and sisters in Radiance,” Yominv whispered back. “Until then, let us continue to play the role of loyal imperial navy personnel.”
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* * *

      Valric’s Revenge, Imperial fleet outside of Paryo, Uemaesce system

      Yominv arrived via a transport to the Valric’s Revenge a Hashmedai destroyer flying in a sea of hundreds of Hashmedai ships outside of Paryo’s orbit on patrol. Yominv summoned Noylarlie to meet with him shortly after boarding as her assistance was once again needed. She floated away from the elevator door and entered the bridge where he sat in the main command chair.

      “Noylarlie,” he said as she approached him. “How would you like to take a quick trip with me?”

      “You mean you want me to create another wormhole for you to travel through?”

      “In a word yes,” he said, conjuring a holographic screen of a blue and white planet. “To Taxah, your home world.”
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* * *

      Muro, Taxah, Uelcovis system

      Onatiasha was still slightly light headed, but well enough to hold her blade as she walked toward the manors entrance. She saw from the windows the militia was starting to gather in front. She made her way down to see if she could offer assistance. It was quite clear the order had attacked in her and Zhinbryo’s dazed state. If the incoming raid was any indication, the order was still at large, probably in hiding.

      Daylight sunshine highlighted her presence to the Hashmedai militia strike force as they kicked in the front doors and stormed in. The guardians as expected led the way with their arm mounted shields raised in the air, while the riflemen and warrior stood behind, awaiting further instructions.

      Those instructions came in loud and clear as they saw Onatiasha.

      “Kill her!”

      “What, you got the wrong—”

      Her voice was cut off by the sound of multiple guardian sword mounted tractor beams attempting to pull her toward her death. All beams deflected at the last second as Onatiasha’s shield rose to protect her. Looking through the blue waves of her shield, she saw several guardians hiss and charge toward her. A short sword fight ensued forcing Onatiasha to go on the defensive, deflecting thrusts with her shield, parrying cleaves that got too close to her face. As skilled as she was with the blade and shield, a four on one fight wasn’t something she was going to win. A tactical retreat was necessary.

      She ran down the main halls, keeping her arm mounted shield behind her to deflect plasma rifle shots that came toward her on occasion. Zhinbryo turned the corner, armed with his two-handed plasma sword wearing his exosuit. There was a concerned look on his face. He had heard the fighting, screaming and now plasma rifles volleying.

      “Onatiasha! What is going on?”

      “Imperial forces are attacking,” she said, panting.

      They proceeded further away from the danger, their footsteps taking them up a flight of stairs. She felt her head slowly start to spin as they neared the top of the stairs. They had to keep moving, she had to find it inside of her to ignore the after effects of the toxic substance in her veins. Zhinbryo too was moving slower than usual upon ending their climb up the stairs and at one point, it looked as if he was going to faint.

      “Zhinbryo, don’t let me down!”

      “I am fine, let’s keep moving.”

      They continued to move through the upper halls, several of the raiding Hashmedai strike force started to split up and search the manor while three others continued their pursuit of Zhinbryo and Onatiasha.

      “Did they do all this?” Zhinbryo asked.

      “No idea, they could be here in response to this.”

      “They why attack us? We played no role in this foul play.”

      “Maybe they think we did it,” she said.

      “With what proof?”

      His answer would have to come at another time as a group of warriors rappelled down from the rooftops and smashed through a window in front of Onatiasha and Zhinbryo. There must have been at least six, all of them raised their two-handed blades and charged toward them, while the pursuing group from behind gained.

      Onatiasha hissed and growled as she held off three of the warriors, while Zhinbryo did what he could to parry the attacks of the remaining three. A sense of remorse hit her as she put down her first warrior, her blade cut a massive horizontal gash across his chest, spraying his blood on the floor below him while smoke went upwards, caused by the intense heat of her blade and the damaged electronics in his suit. Her second kill followed seconds later. Her tractor beam yanked a warrior that was in the process of delivering a leaping cleave at Zhinbryo. A two fold swing of her blade decapitated the warrior into three even slices like a butcher preparing a cut of steak.

      Now it’s an even match, she thought as she defended herself from the two aggressive warriors still swinging their blades at her, while Zhinbryo held his own, handling two of his remaining opponents. Meanwhile the three pursers from earlier were a minute away from jumping into the chaotic plasma sword rumble.

      Onatiasha saw blue teleportation light fade in the distance behind the three pursers. It was Di’aria, her augmented arm extended forward, glowing orange, conjuring multiple sets of white fire balls. The question was, who were they aimed for? At this point Onatiasha had no idea who to trust.

      Di’aria’s swarm of white flames was released from her hands like a rifle unloading its rounds into the battlefield. The three pursers ignited into flames and quickly turned into ash, the shock of the attack distracted the remaining warriors just long enough for Zhinbryo to spin like a top with his blade in his hands, the entrails from his opponents splashed across the walls. Onatiasha’s two challengers stopped moving, paralyzed by Di’aria’s telekinetic grip, they rose into the air while their own blades left their hands, span and slowly plunged into their chests. Onatiasha could see they wanted to scream in pain, but Di’aria’s telekinesis forced their lips to stay shut. Their impaled bodies slammed into the floor shortly after she was satisfied they would never get up.

      Di’aria spoke. “Please come with me at once—”

      Rage in Onatiasha’s hands caused her to aim her sword toward Di’aria. The tractor beam activated pulling the sultry psionic toward her. “What’s going on?” Onatiasha shouted, while her hands wrapped around Di’aria’s neck.

      “I can explain but first we must leave.”

      “No, that will just make us look even more suspect.” Not to mention we’ll be abandoning our duty to protect. Oh no. “Hasiv.”

      Onatiasha pushed Di’aria away while her fleeting armor-clad footsteps carried her toward Hasiv’s chambers, worried about his safety, knowing that it was her duty to protect him, knowing that she already failed in her duty to protect Prince Akeia. Zhinbryo and Di’aria followed, while plasma rifle fire from behind them erupted, the strike team wasn’t finished with them just yet.

      “It is the Celestial Order, it must be them!” Zhinbryo shouted toward Onatiasha.

      “It’s the only thing that makes sense,” she shouted back, dodging a hail of green bolts. “They knew we were here and had to try a more aggressive means of getting to Hasiv.”

      The massive twin doors to Hasiv’s chambers were forced open, Onatiasha’s plasma blade was the key. They stepped in, only to see Hasiv, his guards and his entire harem all dead, their throats were all slit. Across from the senseless massacre two figures stood, one was a guardian female with long purple hair, the other a male warrior, with short white hair. They looked exactly like Onatiasha and Zhinbryo, and were equally equipped.

      Onatiasha began to rage internally and hiss loudly, not because she once again failed to protect her target, but because she and Zhinbryo were looking like the prime suspects. It all started to make sense, these lookalikes killed everyone while they were passed out. Someone called for help and reported that Zhinbryo and Onatiasha were killing everyone.

      Zhinbryo and Onatiasha both drew their weapons as their respective doubles did the same. Di’aria however, backed away out of them room. Turning around Onatiasha saw Di’aria use her powers to force the door shut, and probably locking it too judging by the loud sound that vibrated from the door seconds afterwards.

      Di’aria? Friend or foe?

      Two plasma blades clashed into one another while two plasma great swords did the same. Onatiasha and Zhinbryo engaged in a battle neither of them expected to ever encounter in their life as a soldier, a mirror fight against themselves. Onatiasha’s double was equally skilled, deflecting attacks with her shields, knowing exactly when Onatiasha was going to attempt to use her tractor beam and countering as a result. Zhinbryo’s slug fest was just the same, two massive spinning blades cutting through the air or clashing into each other releasing sparks with each parry.

      Sweat dripped from Onatiasha’s forehead ten minutes into the bout. She lost track of which Zhinbryo was the real one with all the leaping they did as they tried to get an edge on one another. This only led to more worry as one of the Zhinbryo’s was quickly impaled, distracted as they stood a second too long watching Onatiasha duel her copy, probably wondering which was their ally, much like she was.

      Onatiasha’s double hesitated before making another strike. It resulted in the double’s shield raised too high and angled off to the side, creating an opening for Onatiasha to make her strike. Onatiasha’s hands swung to her blade forward to make a wide horizontal cleave. The tip of her blade slashed across the double’s chest, and if it wasn’t for the fact that she leapt backwards, that would have been the end of her. Instead Onatiasha’s blade merely cut away at a section of her armor, spewing sparks outwards. She could see blood poor through the damaged gash, but the cut wasn’t deep enough put her down.

      The double fell to her knees, her weakened hands dropped her sword and she began to plead to the remaining Zhinbryo with pain in her voice. “Help me! I need assistance!” She then collapsed holding her chest. A fake move if Onatiasha ever saw one, it was a deep gash, and the medical systems in her armor should have kicked in, pumping full of pain killers while trying to repair the damage. She was faking it.

      Zhinbryo charged toward Onatiasha roaring with his blade outwards. Either this was the fake one, or Onatiasha’s double convinced the real one to attack her, either way the situation was grim. As a precaution Onatiasha entered a defense stance, keeping her body behind her shield as the two-handed blade plunged down toward her.

      “Onatiasha and I been through so much!” Zhinbryo shouted toward her. “I will kill you where you stand!”

      He sounds like the real one, perhaps there’s hope! She thought as she stepped backwards, deflecting each of his attacks with her shield. “Zhinbryo. It’s me!”

      “Lies!”

      “Don’t be stupid!”

      The dead body of the downed Zhinbryo began to melt away, almost as if it was turning into a liquid of some sort. The body continued to liquefy, then morphed into a familiar face.

      Kezea.

      The body transformed into Kezea’s body.

      In the heat of the moment a random and last-ditch idea came to her mind. These doubles, whoever they were had the power to transform into someone else. And going by what Onatiasha just witnessed, would revert back when killed.

      Onatiasha looked to the side at her double that now crawled back to her feet as Zhinbryo’s back was turned to her. Onatiasha’s double rearmed herself with her blade, and pointed it toward Zhinbryo. She was going to back stab him. With the full force of her arm, Onatiasha shield bashed Zhinbryo as he raised his blade upwards for a savage vertical slash. He lost his balance, then later was pushed toward the floor by Onatiasha as she charged toward her double. In an unexpected move, Onatiasha slid on the floor next to her double and slashed her blade toward the double’s right leg – It was severed instantly, they fell over backwards.

      Leaping back to her feet, Onatiasha guided her blade to finish the job, splitting her double’s head open like a piece of fruit. Zhinbryo raged and roared upon seeing what happened, but only for a few seconds. The double’s body began to turn into liquid, and transform in Sev.

      The ordeal was over, and they began to examine the bodies before them, grateful that neither of them were killed, or was tricked into killing one another. “I recognize her,” Zhinbryo said, gazing at Kezea’s head.

      “And I recognize him,” Onatiasha said, putting the two halves of Sev’s head back together to closer examine it. She stepped toward Hasiv’s body, there was something on his forehead. She moved down to get a closer look. A triangular shape object was stuck to his forehead, a memory recorder. “They were downloading his memories,” Onatiasha said, “and his knowledge that he was feeding us information about the order.”

      Zhinbryo said nothing, just hissed loudly in frustration. Onatiasha ripped the device from Hasiv’s lifeless forehead and walked toward Kezea’s body. “What happened to us in the morning was not a hangover,” he said finally, then asked. “What do you intend to do?”

      “Her brain should still be active for a few more seconds,” Onatiasha said and placed the device on Kezea’s head. “Let’s see what they knew leading up to this.”
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* * *

      Valric’s Revenge, Taxah orbit, Uelcovis system

      The Valric’s Revenge emerged from a small wormhole outside of Taxah’s orbit. Aboard the bridge, Noylarlie’s hovering body slowly lowered back closer to the floor as the glowing red gem started to dim and her focus returned to the normal world. With a grin, Yominv guided her toward a holographic screen at the aft end of the bridge. The screen displayed a zoomed in view of Hasiv’s manor. It was captured by the exterior cameras of the Valric’s Revenge, aimed toward the surface of Taxah.

      “Familiar sight, isn’t it?” Yominv asked.

      Noylarlie grunted. “I spent too much time there.”

      “I meant the strike force.” Yominv pointed toward a group of Hashmedai storming the manor. “It was a group like that which pulled you away from your mother and sent her to the execution grounds was it not?”

      Noylarlie glared at the screen closer. In some way, he was right. The day she was taken away looked somewhat like this, a task force of soldiers raiding the manor, taking her and her mother captive. To this day, she never did figure out who alerted the authorities that she was a psionic keeping her powers a secret, while her mother an Archmage loyal to the Celestial Order which was unknown at the time, hid her out of sight from the empire.

      Yominv patted her on the shoulder. “Teleport us outside of the manor, please.”
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* * *

      Muro, Taxah, Uelcovis system

      Both Noylarlie and Yominv materialized outside of a small group of Hashmedai soldiers who were standing guard outside of Hasiv’s manor front door. Many of them turned around, astounded to see them appear from the teleport.

      “What is your status?” Yominv asked the commander in charge of the raid.

      “Admiral, I was not expecting you to be out here,” he said.

      “I’m a man of many secrets,” said Yominv. “Now, your status?”

      “Oh right.” The commander stood straight and continued to speak. “We received a distress call claiming the manor was under siege and Hasiv has been attacked. The perpetrators are still at large inside and killed a few of my men.”

      They continued to speak, Noylarlie blocked out what they were rambling about. Most people would be happy to return home to a place they grew up in, even if it was only for a short time. Noylarlie however, was feeling the other way around. She hated this place, she hated having to be a servant, she hated how Hasiv used to touch her, she hated how Phylarlie just upped and vanished one night, never to be seen again, and she hated how she was expected to pleasure his friends that came to visit.

      Then came the day they took her away... five years in that psionic training facility. So much regret and fury. Noylarlie wanted to kill someone, anyone, it didn’t matter who, just someone’s life needed to end at her hands. Remove all the bottled-up anger inside of her, convert it to her psionic powers then use it to pull someone apart limb from limb, crush their skulls like a grape, vaporize their internal organs just by thinking about it. She’d suffered enough, it was time others did in her place. Doing such things... it was the only thing that would make her feel better.... other than that gem, and it’s soothing voice.

      Her cybernetic hands rolled into a fist.
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* * *

      A small group from the Hashmedai strike force knocked down the door into Hasiv’s chambers. It caught both Onatiasha and Zhinbryo off guard. Trapped with no place to run, they both put their lives in the hands of the strike force as they were surrounded. Well at least one good thing happened today. They chose to take them alive rather than dead, their previous stance not long ago. I wonder what changed their minds? She thought while they were brought outside.

      Onatiasha’s face winced and her eyes squinted as the irritating azure sunlight shone directly into her face. She saw the rest of the strike team standing next to someone in an admiral’s uniform and an Archmage, Noylarlie? Yes, it was her, it’d been a while since Onatiasha had seen her, but it was indeed Noylarlie. Di’aria teleported outside and levitated in the skies, Onatiasha looked up and saw her looking down at them. Who exactly does this woman support? Di’aria helped them escape, killed a few of the militia personnel, now was hanging out there and everyone seemed to be okay with it.

      “Sir, we have them,” the commander said as Onatiasha and Zhinbryo were forced onto the snow-covered lawn with their arms and legs bound together.

      “Just these two, Commander?” the admiral asked.

      “Yes, Onatiasha Ladyknight and Zhinbryo Braver both transferred here just a few days ago.”

      “Good job,” the admiral said then directed his attention to Noylarlie and Di’aria. “Kill them.”

      The commander’s mood turned sour while the two psionics started to power their orange glowing arms. “What? Sir let us finish our interrogation at least.”

      “I wasn’t referring to Zhinbryo and Onatiasha,” the admiral said.

      A rippling purple dome manifested over Onatiasha and Zhinbryo then a series of bright flashes and screams were heard. The snow vaporized instantly, as the grass below it started to burn. An inferno created by the rain of white fireballs turned everything that was outside of the purple barrier protecting them into fire and ashes.

      The explosions stopped, Onatiasha lifted her head from the ground, looking to see what remained of the front garden of the manor. Just flames and smoke. Noylarlie and Di’aria were hovering high above, the admiral protected by a purple barrier just like the one that shielded Zhinbryo and Onatiasha from the blast.

      “That felt pleasurable didn’t it Noylarlie?” the admiral said to her.

      “It...”

      “Those men were no different than the ones that took you and your mother away. You must have been waiting and fantasizing for years at the chance to kill them without punishment.” He addressed Di’aria. “Take our new guests back.”

      “As you wish,” Di’aria said, then lowered her body toward Zhinbryo and Onatiasha in preparation for a teleport.
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* * *

      Celestial Order bunker, Taxah, Uelcovis system

      Onatiasha, Zhinbryo and Di’aria appeared inside of a dark metallic square shaped room. There was a single exit to the room, one that Di’aria stood directly in front of as she snapped her fingers, causing Onatiasha and Zhinbryo’s bindings to deactivate and fall to the floor.

      Onatiasha clenched her fists and shouted. “Di’aria!”

      Before she could charge toward her, Onatiasha became numb, paralyzed by Di’aria’s mind. Zhinbryo suffered the same effect. Di’aria, with her hands behind her back, walked circles around the paralyzed duo, sizing them up with her red eyes.

      “Everything will be explained in time,” Di’aria said.

      “You have us here bound like beasts, why not just tell us now?” said Zhinbryo.

      “She’s working with the Celestial Order, that part is clear,” said Onatiasha

      “No,” Di’aria said then stopped and stood between them. “The order is working for me.”
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* * *

      Muro, Taxah, Uelcovis system

      Noylarlie stepped over the body of a slain gardener while she and Yominv toured the manor. She paused the tour briefly, and stopped to point toward a bedroom on the upper level. “This used to be my room,” she said then pointed to the room across the hall. “Phylarlie’s was over here.”

      Yominv gleamed toward the door she pointed her finger at. “Show me,” he said, and she did just that.

      The room wasn’t exactly how she remembered it, which was to be expected. Some other servant moved in years after Phylarlie had vanished. “I still don’t know how she was discovered,” said Noylarlie. “She was here one day, went out and we never saw her again. Then some sources close to the empire revealed her psionic potential was discovered and that she was sent in for training.”

      “I won’t lie to you,” Yominv said. “I regret not being a proper father to your sister.”

      “At least you’re here. I still don’t know what became of my father.”

      “And Phylarlie doesn’t know what’s become of me.”

      The tour continued, stepping past more bodies, members of the strike force that went in after Onatiasha and Zhinbryo. Eventually their travels led them into Hasiv’s room still full of dead bodies and a sea of blood making the carpets red and mushy. Hasiv’s corpse put a brimming smile on Noylarlie face.

      “They should have cut off his cock while they were at it,” she said. “I don’t want to know what he used to do with mother in these rooms while we slept.”

      “It pains me to know your mother’s last days alive were here before being taken away to be executed by Y’lin.”

      “She was trying to protect us from having to go to that awful and poorly managed training facility.”

      “She was trying to do much more than that,” he said, stepping toward the window. “She was not only our strongest psionic within the order, but she was trying to bring the change needed to end the cycle of chaos that has plagued the galaxy for far too long.”

      “What chaos? The war between the Union and the Empire?”

      “The order, as you may have discovered, are no friends to the Union and Empire. But at the same time is proof that peace and co-existence can be achieved with our people. We just needed to open our minds to the true word of the gods. Words that have been labeled as heresy to the union and words that are straight up forbidden in the empire. A change in leadership in both governments could force that, a change that would bring in leaders loyal to the order.”

      “You must be talking about another person,” said Noylarlie. As she recalled her mother spoke of the goddess when she encountered her in Aether space.

      “I am not. Your mother concocted a plan to take the throne alongside the late emperor. Had things gone according to plan he’d still be alive and she would be the empress. The emperor would have been converted to our cause, and you and Phylarlie would have been princesses.” Yominv turned away from the window to look at Noylarlie. “Yes, just think about it, you as royalty, that was the plan.”

      The thought of that made her ponder a reality that never was. And one she wished did come true. Mother would be alive, she and Phylarlie would still be together, and they could have skipped out on attending the psionic training, and be of imperial family with all its benefits.

      “Not a damn thing that we can do to change that,” she said.

      “Oh, but there is,” he said, stroking her soft blue skin on her neck. Angrily she jerked away from him, and resisted the urge to burn him alive where he stood. “Look at you, you are as beautiful, powerful and ambitious as your mother, and aid us in the order.”

      “I’m not part of the order!”

      “You will be. The gods sent you to us for a reason. You are here to finish your mother’s work.” Noylarlie rolled her eyes at the mention of the word ‘gods.’ “Think about it, look at what you have become, how far you’ve gotten. You are going to become the next empress.”

      “How am I supposed to do that? Just walk up and demand it? Right?”

      “Our associates are pushing for the idea of a forced bonding between Kroshka and her guardian. When it happens, we’ll have a new emperor,” he said. “It would be a shame if he were to lose his mate. He’ll have to find a new one.” Noylarlie grimaced. “I’ll leave it all to you. Like your mother, I’m sure you’ll come up with the rest. I saw the look in your eyes at the thought of being a part of the imperial family.”

      “Even if you were to succeed, what about the humans? They could become the next threat against your order controlled union and empire.”

      “That’s why I’ve been pushing for this war. It’s not just to secure more test subjects for the celestial ascension project, but because humans, historically, have a way of surviving everything. They will run into the arms of Radiance once again, this time becoming the sixth member, something that was supposed to happen with our original invasion. Radiance will see to it this time as they issued their ultimatum to the humans, join them or fend for themselves. This war will prove they cannot live without the protection of the Radiance fleet.”

      Noylarlie started to process in her head the new information, then summed it up verbally. “Order controlled throne and council, humans’ part of Radiance—”

      “Is all we need to achieve galactic peace, every soul worshiping the true word of the gods, following the one true path. You see now why it’s important for you to work with us? Why I was willing to work with you despite you consistently refusing to accept the word of the gods. You are the key part of this.”

      Noylarlie concluded seconds later that Yominv and the rest of the Celestial Order were insane. Just as insane as the visions and dreams she had, the very same ones that brought her ultimately to this point in her life. Then there was her mother, she was member of the order, yet spoke about goddess not gods during her vision of her not long ago. She also wanted the empire to stand tall over the union and humans, while Yominv and the rest of the order want unity via total warship of their doctrine. Mother, she must have discovered something while in Aether space, something the order didn’t know about, it was the only logical explanation.

      She gazed down at her gem that hovered between her breasts, and pondered if she could get more answers from it in regard to the celestial ascension and all the details regarding the order’s involvement on Earth. If the order played a key role in forcing the war between Earth and the empire, did they play a role in Akeia’s death?

      As she recalled it was his death on Earth that sparked the conflict. If the order played a role in it.

      Then people were going to die by her hands.

      And it would be bloody.
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      Courelia slums district, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      The glass sliding doors to the only working tram in the slums of Courelia opened, allowing Jazz and Vaishea to board and take a seat. Since leaving the inn where they had been staying, Vaishea didn’t do much in terms of communicating with Jazz in regard to their game plan. She just kept walking, holding onto Jazz’s hand dragging him along for the ride. Whatever she planned, Jazz hoped it wasn’t some kind of ambush and she’d been leading him on this whole time. She was a cute woman, like a younger version of Chloe, slightly timid, possibly an introvert. The perfect honey trap.

      As the tram departed from the platform, Jazz saw out the window, scores of homeless Radiance races, begging for credits or hustling. Quite possibly a pimp or two collecting payments from some girls on a street corner as it vanished out of his sight. As much as Radiance loved to push the idea that their nation was the best one, it was just as flawed as the empire, just like Morutrin and most certainly just like Earth.

      A colony like Rasi cost several billion credits to build. An arcology to house all the cities from the freezing cold and unbreathable air on the outside and a small fleet of transport hauler ships full of food and water delivering it to the surface until the farms here started to produce their own goods. Then there was power. Who the hell knew how much power was needed just to keep the place up and running with life support systems? Not to mention you got to pay people to perform their duties. The end result? High rent and taxes to cover the cost of Radiance’s most ambitious colony ever built. Credits these folks didn’t have.

      “So where exactly we headin’?” Jazz asked for first time since boarding the tram, and the ninth time since they left the inn.

      “Shh, keep your voice down. Not everyone here is used to your language,” Vaishea said. “And... I don’t know.”

      An answer at last. And she herself didn’t know. Perfect. Staying mobile is probably better and safer at this point.

      Forty minutes later, the tram came to a stop at the edge of the slums. Jazz saw Vaishea look as the doors opened to let people on and off then without warning got up from her chair grabbing Jazz’s wrist as she exited with him. No heads up, no sign whatsoever that she wanted to get off at this stop, it was almost as if she was just traveling at random.

      A quick walk through several dark allies eventually led them into an establishment with crimson lights beaming down from the ceiling, rough looking aliens drinking their problems away, and weird music playing. Jazz’s best guess was it was a night club of some sort, though there wasn’t much dancing going on. They received several odd glares as they made their way past the patrons many of them were too drunk to move out of the way fast enough.

      “Now what?” Jazz asked as she finally let go of his wrist. Vaishea however, ignored him as she walked toward the booths, almost in a trance. “Vaishea!” he said. “Are you okay?”

      She stopped as a Javnis bouncer or at least that what he looked like to Jazz, stopped her from walking further. She started speaking to him in the Radiance language, in which he replied angrily. Several more heated words were exchanged. The only thing Jazz got out of it was that Vaishea for whatever reason had to be allowed to enter the back booths.

      Oh fuck, he thought when the bouncer armed himself with a magnetic pistol aiming it at Vaishea. She froze with her hands up, then fired off a series of grabs and kicks, resulting in the bouncer’s pistol in her hands, and the bouncer on the floor, holding his balls moaning, assuming Javnis men even had balls to start with, Jazz was by no means a xenobiologist.

      Jazz stepped toward her, impressed at her stunt. He heard the voice of another man from inside speaking to them as he approached her. The tone of his voice was more relaxed, then another figure stepped over, a Vorcambreum male who waved his tiny hands in a come on in motion to them. Part of Jazz wanted to play it safe and leave, the bouncer made it clear no one was to come back, was armed, then disarmed. Whoever these people were, they weren’t fucking around. If things went bad he’d be at a disadvantage with no weapon or armor, at least Vaishea had one of the two.

      Inside the booth they were offered seats on a wide leather like couch. No doubt about it, this was a VIP area, by Earth’s standards at least. In addition to the Vorcambreum, there were three other men inside, two of them Linl the other Aryile, both were armed much like the bouncer outside. Upfront in some kind of massive leather chair almost shaped like a throne was a Linl male psionic. As with all psionics, his upper body was exposed, showing the complex wiring of his cybernetic implants. There were two young, petite and provocatively dressed Rabuabin women damn near sitting on his lap. They ran their hands up and down his chest and cybernetics while their tails wagged back and forth slowly like cats.

      Vaishea and the psionic man started to speak in their language. It was somewhat of a long conversation that left Jazz in the dark, he had to speak up. “Okay, I really need a translation here.”

      The Linl psionic nodded to one of the armed men inside. One of them interacted with a hologram interface causing a sound proof barrier to form around the booth. All of the music and sounds from the club stopped instantly, as if everyone packed up and went home.

      “How about we speak your language, does that sound better?” said the Linl psionic.

      “Much better,” Jazz said. “Where are we?”

      “I’m still not sure myself,” said Vaishea.

      “Then why did you bring us here?”

      “She was programmed to,” the Linl psionic said.

      “What?”

      “She knew this exact location and the pass code to speak if you want access here,” he said. “Your friend here is a Whisper sleeper agent.”

      “I assure you, intelligence operations are the last thing you want me to participate in,” Vaishea said. “I can’t even remember where I put my data pad on some nights.”

      “Character traits programmed within your fabricated memories to make your cover seem realistic. However, there are certain actions in your head that will compel you to do certain things that your real and suppressed memories would know. Like disarming an armed guard and knowing the location to this safe house.”

      “You call this a safe house?” Jazz said. “Any motherfucker could walk in those front doors and shoot up the place.”

      “And you are?”

      “Just call me Jazz. You?”

      “Heurol.”

      Heurol, Jazz thought. That’s not a traditional Radiance name. An exile? Must be.

      “But in any case, they won’t,” Heurol said. “Those that are looking for us are looking through the hard to get to places, underground bunkers and the likes.”

      “Hiding in plain sight,” said Jazz.

      “The human catches on fast,” Heurol said “Telan was right to target you for information.”

      “Really?”

      “You spent quite a bit of time trying to gain intel on the Celestial Order’s movements within the Morutrin system. You did a better job of it than other Whisper agents there.”

      “So rather than do your own investigation you jacked my discoveries?”

      “Like I said. The human catches on fast.” Heurol reclined on his chair while his two Rabuabin companions kissed both sides of his neck and continue to stroke his body. He returned the favor by stroking their backs, causing their ears to twitch.

      “If you are all agents, why are you all loafing around here? Or is this part of your cover?” Jazz asked.

      “Oh.” Heurol sat back up. “I never said I was with The Whisper. This is just a safe house for them.” He pointed to the armed men standing in the booth with them. “Those people over there? They are with the true Whisper members. I just work with them part-time.”

      “Then who are you?” Vaishea asked.

      “We are the exiled in this system.”

      “Exiled and Whisper,” Vaishea said. “They do not work together I thought?”

      “Things have changed in the last few months,” Heurol said. “Most of The Whisper has been compromised by the Celestial Order. As a result, agents didn’t know who to trust. A few of them ended up making small alliances with exiled groups across the galaxy for protection and intel. Then there was that fuck up at Earth two months ago.”

      “Do tell,” Jazz said. “I was there, but I had no idea what the fuck was goin’ on toward the end, outside of the stuff I had to take care of.”

      “Fiesei, he was an exile that also worked for The Whisper, and assisted the order, basically playing roles on all three sides,” Heurol said. “He spent years on Earth plotting the events you went through as part of a plan to place human ideas and culture into Radiance to corrupt it.”

      “Fiesei. That’s a familiar name,” Vaishea said.

      “I’d bet,” Heurol said then waved his hand toward the Aryile Whisper agent. In his hands was a handheld device with a clear and empty vial at the end of it. The device was pressed against the back of Vaishea’s arm.

      “Hey—”

      “It’s just DNA screening,” Heurol said. “There’s a bunker downstairs. They’re going to see if they can use it to bring up your files. You were drawn to this place for a reason, and we’re about to find out why.”

      The vial on the device quickly filled up with a sample of Vaishea’s blood. He then walked away out of the booth and toward a hidden elevator just across the booth’s entrance. Jazz, Vaishea and Heurol followed later on. The elevator took them down to a floor beneath the club. It was a small room decorated with dozens of computers, though many of them were inactive.

      Some screens displayed video playback of what was happening in the club, other screens had security cam footage from difference cities within the arcology. Heurol led them toward the computer which was analyzing Vaishea’s blood sample, the Aryile from upstairs and Vorcambreum looked at the screen with a puzzled look.

      “Well?” Jazz asked.

      Vaishea, Heurol and the two Whisper members all spoke in the Radiance language. Whatever was revealed had Vaishea cross her arms with a puzzled face.

      “Everything about her DNA is being blocked,” Heurol said to Jazz. “Whoever sent her on this mission wanted everything about Vaishea kept a secret right down to her genes.”

      “I can’t really be part of this,” Vaishea said to Jazz.

      “It’s what all sleeper agents say when they discover who they really are,” Heurol interjected. “Only having your true memories uploaded back into your head will reveal the truth to you.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Abyssal Pelican, Oyuri orbit, Barnard’s Star system

      Destiny’s screams of agony ceased as Sinzihea broke her psionic grip on her. Destiny’s arms and legs were tied to the chair she was forced to sit on while Sinzihea spent the last several hours administering her advanced psionic interrogation methods. By using her mind to crush Destiny’s internal organs, just enough to cause pain, but light enough not to cause any major damage. Adding to the torment, the organ was randomly selected, the most recent one being the muscles in her legs.

      “I’ll ask again,” Sinzihea said. “Why are you, a human, on a Hashmedai ship in Radiance space with Jazz? What did Jazz tell you about the order? Where is he now?”

      “And I’ll answer you again,” Destiny said. “Go fuck yourself.”

      Destiny’s chest filled with pain. It felt like Sinzihea’s hand was crushing her heart and the arteries around it. Destiny’s screams began to flood the room once again, as Sinzihea laughed hysterically at her.
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* * *

      Silver Raven, Abyssal Pelican docking bay, Oyuri orbit, Barnard’s Star system

      Eupiar and Veloshira watched from the shadows as the last group of rangers searching the Silver Raven leave for the night. A small group stood watch outside their ship, patrolling back and forth with their rifles drawn. Three quick laps back and forth provided them with enough confidence that they could decloak and recover battery power. All while avoiding the windows.

      “Can your computer skills free us?” Veloshira asked Eupiar.

      “Not sure, I’ll need my laptop back and access to this ship’s network.”

      Veloshira grimaced. “Then its access you’ll get.”

      “Do you even know what to look for?”

      “No that’s why you’re coming with me.”

      “Me?” Eupiar pointed toward the windshield, hoping that Veloshira would factor in the armed rangers outside of the Silver Raven. “Out there?”

      “I can’t protect you if they come back and discover you,” Veloshira said. “And I don’t know what computers to tamper with that will allow you to break into their network.” Veloshira took a plasma pistol from her inside trench coat pocket, and handed it to Eupiar. “We might find where they’ve taken your friend as well.”
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      Earth Cube, Geneva, Earth, Sol system

      President Mariana Salamanca sat at her desk in her office. The sun was setting in Geneva, reflecting on the waters of Lake Geneva in the distance. General Robert Landis, Fleet Admiral Mohammed Singh sat at a nearby couch next to Viceroy Crimei and the Vice President of Earth, Joseph Xiao.

      Salamanca shut down the small translucent holoscreen she was gazing at, containing a detailed report from the data acquired from the Winston Churchill. “There’s no doubt about it,” she said, joining the rest of her guests. “The Hashmedai are using wormholes.”

      “How is that even possible?” Crimei asked. “Hashmedai ship power output isn’t any different from UNE and Radiance ships.”

      “An external source most likely,” said Xiao.

      “Nevertheless, they now have a powerful tool,” Salamanca said to Crimei. “One more fearful than the space bridge. At least your people had an eight year heads up about an attacking fleet if your intel is on point.”

      Singh stroked the beard on his face and concluded. “They could be on top of Earth any second now if they wanted.”

      “Which begs the question why haven’t they done it yet?” asked Landis.

      “They don’t have confidence,” Salamanca said and loaded a three-dimensional hologram. Within the hologram, it showed a map of the solar system, she highlighted with her hands the areas that were hit by the Hashmedai. “Look at this, all the targets they’ve hit with this advantage they have. Lightly guarded transports and stations, Uranus being their most ambitious target as it also resulted in them probably taking the H3 mines.” Everyone watched the hologram, drawing their own conclusions internally. “I don’t think they have what it takes to hit Earth with all the protection we have.”

      “Or they’re softening us up,” Landis said. “Those transports we lost had crew on training missions or were transporting mined product to be used throughout the system.”

      “And Uranus was our largest H3 mining operation,” said Xiao.

      “Exactly,” said Salamanca.

      “The next attack will either be in the asteroid belt hitting the mines there, or at Jupiter, Saturn, or Neptune,” Singh said.

      “Shall we assign two ships at each of those locations?” Xiao suggested.

      “That leaves Mars, Earth unprotected, not to mention our assets at Mercury and Venus,” Salamanca said.

      “Before you push forward,” Crimei said. “I’m still under strict orders to withdraw my people from your ships.”

      “Ah yes,” Landis said to Crimei. “The ever-helpful Radiance in this great time.”

      “If it wasn’t for my people you all would be on the endangered species list, or worse.”

      Crimei’s comment triggered a lot of displeased faces from everyone in the room, except Salamanca who cut in right away. “Enough,” she said, then faced Crimei. “Viceroy do what you have to do, but know this. If Radiance refuses to help, then we cannot share any further knowledge of the wormholes or the situation here. Feel free to let your government know of that.”

      Without saying anything else, Crimei got up and proceeded toward the exit. There were no goodbyes or good luck spoken from any of the parties as they watched him step out of view.

      “Well then, I think a much-needed break is in order here,” Salamanca said.
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* * *

      Radiance transport ship own route to Caribbean, Earth, Sol system

      The night time aerial view of the Caribbean was painted inside of Crimei’s mind as he used his ESP gifts to get a glimpse of the area. After all he sat at the back of the transport, away from any windows. When the Radiance fleet came to Earth to cast out the last Hashmedai, they established bases throughout the Caribbean then later an embassy in Jamaica. Two factors came into play that made them choose this location over everything else.

      The first reason was due to the climate, Aryile and Javnis loved warm or tropical climates as per the evolution on their respective home worlds. The second was the conditions of the Caribbean compared to the rest of the world. It was one of the few regions that never got hit, Hashmedai viewed it as tactically unimportant. Every city, every bit of land remained unchanged from the harshness of war. Because they were islands means that the Hashmedai left behind after the war never quite made it over as they all ended up on the mainlands throughout the globe.

      Today, those Radiance outposts and the embassy were the only places on Earth you could find members of Union after the recall order was issued. Thousands of Radiance races all gathered together in this one region of Earth, avoiding human contact, and eagerly waiting a ship from Lejorania Sanctum to take them back to Radiance controlled space.

      There were just a few people missing from the ‘party’. Those that never got the invitation as of yet. Namely the psionics serving aboard the UNE fleet. Crimei sat back and allowed his mind to connect with all eight shipboard psionics in the fleet to deliver his telepathic message. An update on the last few hours and the council’s ruling. He then arranged to have a transport ship travel to each UNE ship to pick up their recalled psionic, then sighed in frustration. This was not what he signed up for, turning his back on the human race. Radiance was handing over the entire Sol system to the Hashmedai. All while being ignorant about the survival of the recalled Radiance forces, which had no means of leaving for another eight years.

      The council has way too much pride.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, en route to Saturn, Sol system

      The Winston Churchill and the Wilfrid Laurier had been in sub light speeds for almost two hours since meeting up with each other. Their destination? Saturn’s largest moon, Titan. The fast as light sensor scan continued to provide the two ships with an update in regard to the situation at Uranus. More Hashmedai ships arrived, completely annexing the sector. The shipboard psionics on both ships received their recall notice and orders to stop helping the crew, sensor scans were the only things the two ships along with the rest of the fleet had to work with in terms of knowing what was happening outside in space.

      Inside the rec room, Gavin, Hijinks, Orbital and Aura sat a lounge table with grim faces on their heads, bottles of beer in their hands. Aura lifted her bottle high above her head and said. “To Greg ‘Hammer’ MacTavish.”

      Four bottles clanged together to make a toast to their fallen brother in arms.

      “Let’s keep him alive in our thoughts,” said Hijinks.

      There was a silence afterwards when the level of beer in their bottles fell to the halfway mark. A silence Gavin didn’t want to be a part of so he got up and walked toward the observation window, ducking his head under some Christmas decorations. Directly outside was the Wilfrid Laurier as it flew slightly above the Winston Churchill while Saturn and its glorious rings slowly got larger in size as they closed the distance. Aura joined sometime later both peering out into the abyss and the sister ship.

      “We need more ships than this,” Gavin said.

      “There’s only so many that can be built with the resources we have,” Aura said.

      “If the Wilfrid Laurier was with us during the attack—”

      “Stop,” she said firmly, holding onto his shoulder.

      “It’s just, he’s alive,” Gavin downed the last of his drink, and stared at the cold and empty bottle in his hands, “then gone. How many more of us are going to be gone by the time this conflict is over?”

      “It’s war.”

      “I know, I know,” he said. “I just lost so much since we discovered we aren’t alone in the universe. My wife, my unborn kid. When I learned that we had ships of our own plus Radiance, I thought that was it. Hashmedai would never step foot in this system again. Just needed to focus on protecting those that lived outside of Sol.” He paused having realized what he had just said. “I need another drink.”

      What Gavin really wanted was the red gem back, twisted alien artifact or not it had a means of keeping him calm and clearing his head of negative thoughts. But it was gone, from what he heard it was in the hands of Chloe, wherever the hell she is.

      “Fuck that,” Aura said. “Come with us. Hijinks has some holo movies in her quarters.”

      “Well...”

      “Funny stuff too, blokes from the old world doing standup comedy, we all need some laugher right about now.”

      Movies, friends, and snacks... might not be a bad idea, he thought. Laughter was the best medicine as the old saying went, kicking back with some funny entertainment might be the pick me up he needed to stay focused on the coming trials ahead. The four off duty pilots walked toward the exit, as the doors slid open, Michei coincidentally was about to enter the rec room. Both he and Gavin made eye contact.

      “Ah, Chambers,” Michei said as his left ear pivoted to the side.

      “What’s up?” Gavin asked

      “Free for a moment? Wanted to talk.”

      Gavin looked at the rest of his flight team as they proceeded further down the hall. Aura looked back at him and said. “Chat with him, Hijinks needs to find the vids anyways. We’ll keep a seat warm for ya.”

      He followed Michei back inside the rec room, taking note of the odd glares Michei shot toward the numerous Christmas decorations and the small Christmas tree in the corner. Seconds later both Chris and Sarah entered, both wearing off duty attire like Gavin.

      “Ah perfect,” Michei said, wagging his tail.

      “Chambers too?” Sarah asked.

      “May as well. He was with you all during your time at Lejorania,” Michei said.

      Gavin was puzzled at the situation and asked. “You invited them?”

      “Let’s all have a seat,” Michei said as eyes returned to the Christmas tree. “Sorry, I’ve seen so many of these around, is there a reason for them?”

      Everyone took a seat, while Chris explained to Michei. “It’s a Christmas tree. I take it your people never briefed you when you were assigned to work with our race?”

      “They might have, but those memories are fuzzy right now,” said Michei. “Which brings me to why I asked you all here now. No unwanted ears around. You three are the only ones I can trust at the moment, now that Major Vaughan is missing and Dr. Lynn is being held at Titan.”

      Gavin saw distressed frowns grow on Sarah and Chris’ face. Sarah ended up breaking the silence by muttering, “Oh boy...”

      “During the incident two months ago,” Michei said. “I discovered I was a Whisper sleeper agent after my real memories were uploaded back into my head.”

      Sarah asked. “Is that why you and Chloe—”

      Michei cut in “Yes, and it’s probably the reason I was never punished for my actions by my superiors, someone high up wanted me to stay.”

      “What was your mission?” she asked.

      “To take care of Fiesei and other Celestial Order members that might be in the system. That mission, however, is finished, yet here I remain, haven’t gotten new orders. Word has it, most of The Whisper has been compromised by the order or exiled rebels. And now the council is requesting all Radiance personnel to withdraw from your people.”

      “Right,” Chris said and nodded.

      “I can’t do that, I have to stay here. My superiors if they’re alive have probably gone into hiding which is why I haven’t gotten new orders. Then there’s Dr. Lynn and her link with that gem... Something that warrants further investigation on my part, something I need your help with.”

      “You want to come to Titan?” Chris asked.

      “I need to vanish from the Winston Churchill, make it look like I’m following the Viceroy’s orders. But really, I need to remain separated from the rest of my people. At least until I get new orders from a trusted source from The Whisper.”

      “Any ideas on how to pull something like that off?” Sarah asked, looking at Gavin and Chris.

      “You really want to go through with this?” Chris said to her.

      “My sister put her whole career on the line to work with him,” she said. “If she did something like that, it was for a good cause. So yeah, I’m in.”

      “All right then,” Chris said, leaning in closer to Sarah and Michei.

      “Well I’ve already been confined to quarters once,” Gavin said, leaning in closer as well. “Why the fuck not? Now what’s the plan?”

      “The transport is expected to meet us at Titan. They plan to take me and the Wilfrid Laurier’s psionic back with them,” said Michei. “So that gives us two more hours to figure something out.”
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* * *

      Earth Cube, Geneva, Earth, Sol system

      “How much longer?” Salamanca asked.

      She along with Vice President Xiao, Admiral Singh and General Landis sat at the large table within the war room of Earth Cube. The lighting in the room dimmed slightly as a massive hologram appeared in front of them.

      Singh raised his hand to explain the imagery before them. “We have a few more hours. The Winston Churchill and Wilfrid Laurier are the furthest ships out and therefore will be the last ones with Radiance psionics aboard until the transport arrives to take them off.” He continued. “This is going to weaken the whole fleet, no ESP, no psionic guided weapons, no teleportation, no over shields. If there’s a Hashmedai ship forty light minutes in front of a ship it will take them—”

      “Yes, yes. I get it,” Salamanca said.

      “Most Hashmedai ships have psionics aboard as well,” Singh said. “So yeah, they will gain a huge advantage over ours, not counting the fact we are outnumbered.”

      “The only silver lining is that our shields are stronger and we have nukes,” Landis said.

      The hologram shifted to technical specs of the high yield nuclear warheads all UNE ships were equipped with. Salamanca’s face grimace as she said. “We’ll have to be extremely careful where we aim those warheads, I don’t want our own people to get hit by the ass end of a blast because the battle was fought too close to a space station.”

      “Which means that all combat must be a great distance away,” Singh said.

      “Which means fighting in the belt is out of the question.” Xiao shifted the hologram to a three dimensional one of the mining platforms in the asteroid belt. “Knock an asteroid in the wrong direction due to a nuke and it might wipe out a mining platform.”

      “Or we might knock it directly toward Mars or Earth,” Salamanca said.

      “In any case,” Landis said. “Let’s start evacuating some of those places near the asteroid belt.”

      “If this turns into a long war we’re going to need every drop of resource we can get our hands on,” Salamanca said, slamming her fist on the desk. “Gods damn it!”

      She paused for a moment knowing that what she had said confirmed to the rest that she had indeed converted to the Radiance religion. And now Radiance was abandoning her and the hundreds of humans that, like her, had started to believe in the existence of the three gods.

      Singh switched the hologram to one of a top down map of the solar system. “All right, for now let’s have the whole fleet fan out,” Singh said and pointed toward a region of space between the orbits of Jupiter and Saturn. “Right about here.”

      Salamanca adjusted her glasses and looked at his proposed area. “Hmm yeah that could work.”

      “Assuming they don’t open or have any more wormholes, then it’s safe to assume they have Uranus and will launch future attacks from there. The wormhole they already have there will most likely be used by them to bring in their forces.”

      “I like that.” Xiao nodded in agreement. “We’ll be able to meet them head on and hold them back.”

      “And we can launch as many nukes as we want, the battle will ideally be fought in the middle of space,” Singh said.

      “Make the call to the fleet, Admiral,” Salamanca said to him.

      “Whatever the Winston Churchill has to do at Titan, they need to be quick,” Landis said, eyeing the fact that both the Winston Churchill and Wilfrid Laurier will be a few hours away from the rest of the fleet once they move into position.

      Salamanca nodded in agreement with the General. She understood the game plan of the Winston Churchill, to speak with Ella Lynn who might be able to translate the intel they got. It just—Then it hit her. Titan, and the black site there, the sole reason why Ella was shipped there in the first place. Gods damn it, I totally forgot about that. “Titan,” she whispered to herself. “That’s it!”

      “What?”

      “The project on Titan, we need to have it pushed forward quickly.”

      “I don’t think they’re ready for that level of testing yet,” Landis said, “and with Radiance pulling out, it means that their scientists that were working there will be long gone by now.”

      “Make it happen,” Salamanca said firmly. “Find the greatest minds in the solar system and ship them there!”

      “Some of our greatest minds were aboard the Radiance fleet when it was shot down,” Landis said.

      “As I said, make it happen.” She switched the hologram to a cut away layout of the black site on Titan, a multi-story building on top of a rocky region. “This could be the turning point in this war.”
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      Abyssal Explorer, Oyuri orbit, Barnard’s Star system

      Chloe’s eyes shot open slightly frightened that once again a small nap turned into an extremely vivid dream of life on the Linl home world, with voices speaking to her as if they knew her... and Fiesei. She tilted her head toward the gem as it pulsated with light from time to time.

      Fuck it, she thought while grabbing the gem and moved her body toward the exit of her quarters.

      Chloe stepped off the elevator onto the bridge and power walked toward the stairs leading toward the meeting room. During which she asked, in a firm and aggressive manner for Karklosea, Stolanei, and Ueyei to follow behind with her. All four entered and gathered around Ueyei’s desk, and gazed at Chloe as she began to go over in her head what to say next... and what the consequences may be.

      “Major you wanted to talk?” Ueyei asked her.

      Well here goes nothing, she thought and tossed the gem on his desk. The three aliens around her all looked at the gem wide-eyed, then slowly tilted their heads away from it and toward Chloe.

      “Oh, okay,” said Ueyei. “Where did you get this?”

      Chloe briefly remembered the chaos that came about because of this very same gem being brought aboard the Winston Churchill without the rest of the crew knowing about it. “I don’t like repeating mistakes,” Chloe said. “I had it on me, brought it aboard, I should have told you earlier. I know how much you guys see these things as being a source of evil.”

      “You could say that,” Stolanei said.

      “Stolanei, you remember Gavin Chambers, right?” Chloe asked.

      “Yeah, yeah, I do.”

      “His dead wife had this gem here, she gave it to me before she passed and I was meant to give it to him.”

      Chloe then asked everyone to sit down, as she had a long story to tell them about the gem that shone its light onto the desk. She told them everything else about it, how long Gavin had it, and that Ella slowly became interested in it and held onto it for a bit. The dreams she had during the invasion of Earth, Hannah. How the gem brought Chloe and Ella back from the brink of death, how the gem switched Ella’s mind with a Hashmedai salvager in Morutrin. Then the latest bit of unexplained events, the strange visions Chloe has been having since coming aboard all with Fiesei making an appearance in them.

      It was a lot for them to take in and she could tell by Karklosea’s face-palm expression. But in the end, she felt it was necessary for them to know the truth. If they were to uncover some crazy events here, it’s better that they get this information now and use it to put the pieces of the puzzle together as new ones drop from the stars.

      “Oyuri,” Karklosea said, shortly after Chloe finished her story. “Stolanei and I had strange visions during our meditations.”

      “Not to mention the strange psionic energy we found,” Stolanei said. “There might be a connection.”

      “Captain, permission to explore the surface in greater detail?” Karklosea asked Ueyei.

      “Granted, we’ll be here for a while until the explorers are satisfied with what they found,” Ueyei said. “Take the major with you as well and,” he pointed his index finger at the gem, “take that with you as well please.”

      “Thank you, Captain,” Karklosea said with a bow.

      “Watch your backs while you are down there, the heretics love gems like that. And if this gem is truly reacting with the planet then they’ll probably be there too.”

      Chloe grinned at his statement. “I’m counting on it,” she said and proceeded to exit with the gem in her hands.

      The Abyssal Explorer’s transport bay was full of life and movement as several explorers, scholars, and archaeologists aboard kicked and floated their bodies into their assigned transport ships. Many of them hitched a ride to the planet from Rasi after the new ruins were discovered. Chloe, Karklosea and Stolanei boarded their own transport and waited for the all clear from the bridge to leave.

      The floors of the bay slid apart allowing the small fleet of transports to descend away from the Abyssal Explorer and fly toward the sandy, rocky surface of Oyuri below them. All transport ships adjusted their course toward the blackened area of the planet smothered by the eternal eclipse.
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* * *

      Unearthed Lyonrian city, Oyuri, Barnard’s Star system

      Eicelea and Vynei’s transport landed at a small makeshift camp next to the newly discovered ruins of the Lyonrian city. The camp consisted of four rectangular bays to be used as sleeping and dining areas. All of the transports from the Abyssal Explorer came to a stop at the adjacent landing pad.

      Eicelea cursed as her arms and body weren’t long enough to grab her environment suit’s helmet from the rear storage closet of the transport. Vynei noticed his struggling Vorcambreum boss and stepped over to hand her the last bit of equipment she needed. As her tiny helmet sealed shut, a small holographic HUD loaded displaying her suits status and air supply levels. Lights inside the helmet activated as the transport doors swung open, revealing the darkened camp thanks to the eclipse blocking out what little light the red dwarf star provided.

      She saw most of the people leaving the transports headed toward the airlock to gain access to the lounging areas inside. Most likely setting up shop to stay here for a few nights. Their mistake, she thought and motioned with her head toward Vynei to follow her toward the ancient city instead.

      The city had been buried for several millennia underneath all the rock, sand, and sulfur dust from the volcanoes in the region. Once its existence was discovered, a team of talented psionics combined their minds together to telekinetically remove and uncover the city. The end result was a cavernous pit next to the camp with strangely built structures scattered throughout. Not all of the city was uncovered. Most of it was still buried as the psionics were far too exhausted to remove everything, more work was planned for a future time.

      A crude and rickety elevator carried Eicelea and Vynei deep down toward the streets of the city. The Lyonria structures had a white and light pink color to them. Most were shaped like domes, with sky blue gem like devices directly on the top middle. Larger buildings had a similar design, a dome shaped base, with a square shaped tower arching off the top center. The towers were adorned with glowing blue spheres.

      Much to Eicelea’s disappointment, there was already hordes of researchers in the ancient streets scanning, dusting, then recording their findings with their data pads. Her dreams of being the first to step foot inside the city were crushed in an instant. They stepped away from the elevator and started to walk throughout the city. The scanner on her data pad unveiled that there was power being supplied to the tiny lights along the sides of the structures and sidewalks in the ancient city. An interesting find as all of the other Lyonria ruins she exploded in the past had no power.

      “Oh, this is so exciting!” she said in jubilation.

      “This is much more intact compared to anything we saw in Morutrin,” Vynei’s voice transmitted to her helmet.

      She frowned upon seeing a team of people carry a large device out from a nearby building, no doubt to study it and report their findings. “And drastically more occupied with competition.”

      “Well it is new.”

      “Look at this!” Her tiny hands pointed toward all the environment suit equipped people studying and taking notes. “These people already had a head start, their findings will be the first to be uploaded the knowledge network. There won’t be any interesting findings for us when we get started.”

      “Why not start with this building then?” he said, pointing to a random dome shaped structure.

      “Because it is no different from the last five that we looked at! We must aim higher.” She used her HUD to scan the rock face several kilometers ahead, as they recalled the rest of the city was still buried there. A superimposed hologram appeared over her helmet’s visor, displaying what looked like tunnels and a barricade set up by someone. “Come, come, I do believe I have spotted it.”

      A long walk through the streets led them toward the rock face in question. A holographic projector erected a wide blue colored screen displaying the words in the Radiance language ‘DO NOT ENTER.’ Ignoring the sign, she looked backwards, no one was in sight and she stepped past the barrier. Behind it was a door, clearly made by the Lyonria’s, probably the entrance to a building that wasn’t fully excavated. She signaled to Vynei to force the sliding door open with his raw strength, an act he was all too familiar with when exploring.

      Darkness surrounded them as they stepped inside. The light within their helmets and Eicelea’s data pad was the only source of light, that was until Eicelea deployed a small drone with a flashlight mounted to its front. It flew upwards high above them and began to record video and scan the area for valuable data. Data that would have her name on it when published on the knowledge network, for she was certain they were the first people to step inside this structure in the last several thousand years.

      “I don’t think anyone has the authority to go this far,” Vynei said. “Might be dangerous.”

      “That’s why I brought you along,” she said then knelt on the floor. There were several oval shaped crystals with an opal glow on the ground. “Now, be alert as I obtain these samples.”

      They ventured further in through the narrow passage way as their drone led the way. Light from the hovering device shone upon yet another door, of the same shape and size from earlier. She looked down at her data pad to read the data the drone was transmitting to it.

      “There’s some sort of electronics within it,” she said. “Joints as well, it was most certainly once an automatic door unlike the last one.”

      Their arms worked in unison forcing the heavy doors apart, giving them access to a new and wide hallway. The drone unveiled massive pillars stretching upwards to the ceiling, which were at least four stories high. The pillars all had a vertical slit on them, exhibiting a network of soft glowing blue colored electronics, scans indicating it was receiving power from a central source.

      “What excellent footage we are gathering!” Eicelea said.

      “I still think we should have waited for the okay to travel this far—”

      “Nonsense! This is for science!”

      Scans from the drone and her data pad revealed three alcoves, one on the left, one on the right and another directly in front of them. Each of the alcoves had a circular pad emitting soft blue light much like the pillars.

      “That light,” she said as they stepped toward the alcove in front of them. “It must still be receiving power, but from where exactly?”

      Being the first one to discover a fully functioning Lyonria power plant. She had a feeling she was close to doing just that. She thought about all the reads her article would get. How famous she would be. They might even name a university after her. And that was not counting how far such technology could advance the Radiance Union. Great secrets lay ahead, and she intended to have her name stamped on them as the person that discovered them first.

      But first thing’s first. They must find it. Her hands input a command on her data pad, forcing the drone to fly closer to the alcove. It vanished as it got near. A blue flash of light took it away, almost as if a psionic had made a teleportation. Darkness consumed them once again as the drone’s light was gone.

      “What did you do?” Vynei asked.

      “Nothing, the drone went over to that pad.”

      She checked her data pad. Data from the drone was still being transmitted. Video play back of the drone showed that it was in another dark room, with faint lights on the walls. “How peculiar, the drone is still transmitting.”

      Vynei knelt toward her to look at the contents of the pad. “I don’t recognize that room.”

      A new interface loaded on the data pad, giving her manual control of the drone. She guided it through the room. Its flashlight shone its white light across what appeared to be computer stations, monitors, and several other alien contraptions she did not recognize.

      “The drone, it must have been transported into that room.” she said. “That pad on the alcove must have done it.” A one-eighty degree turn of the drone displayed another alcove with a similar blue glowing pad inside the room. “Yes, yes, it must be what the Lyonria used to get to other sections of this structure.” She raised her eyebrow inside her helmet. “Fascinating.”

      The drone flew toward the alcove. She hoped it was going to be teleported back to them. Instead it was teleported into another room.

      “Oh no,” she mumbled, looking for signs of the drone, hoping she was wrong about what she saw on the video playback.

      There was nothing.

      “It didn’t come back did it?”

      “It’s in another room,” she said. “And I don’t see another pad.”

      This room was different. It was entirely dark, with nothing the flashlight could illuminate. She spun the drone around again to double check if she had missed the alcove. Static was the next imagery that appeared on the data pad. The drone had stopped transmitting. She made several attempts to reconnect with it, but to no avail. As far as the data pad was concerned there was no active drone in the area it could link with.

      “Well that’s not good,” Vynei said.

      “No, it is not, we must recover it at once.”

      “How?”

      “By following it of course,” she said, pointing toward the alcove. “Now Vynei please step through.”

      “Me?”

      “Of course you! I pay you for dangerous work do I not?”

      The lights from inside of his helmet showed his body language of the situation, one of fear and anxiety. Eicelea winced upon noticing it and his reluctance to move, so she stood behind him and pushed him toward the alcove, his buttocks were the only part of him other than his legs she could reach.

      “Well this is a little different—”

      “Silence! Less talk, more walk. I’ll meet up with you.” He stepped in and like the drone, a bright blue light made his body vanish. “That is as I’ll meet up with you as soon as I know it’s safe to use!”

      Vynei passed the first test, his vitals according to her helmets HUD showed he was still alive and in good health. “Vynei can you hear me?” she transmitted.

      “Yes boss, I’m here in that room.”

      “Excellent!” she said, rubbing her hands together, while walking toward the alcove.

      She was teleported into the room full of computers along with Vynei. The sensation was exactly the same one that was felt during a psionic teleportation. Whatever those alcoves were, there was a connection between the mechanics of psionic teleportation and them. Eicelea took one step off the pad, suddenly the room lit up, every computer powered on, and holograms loaded, some of them had words written in the Lyonrian language, others had interfaces, clearly made to be interacted with.

      “What, what did you do?” she asked him.

      “Nothing boss!”

      They walked alongside the computer stations, watching a trove of ancient wisdom load. Some words were spoken by the computer, though none of them understood it.

      “Stunning,” she said. “And the drone is not here to record it all.”

      “Can’t your data pad do it?”

      “It’s limited to video only, and light surface scans. That drone had the power to provide deep scans of objects and the like, not to mention provide a much more aesthetically pleasing aerial shot, people on the knowledge network love that.”

      A white holographic sphere appeared in the middle of the room. Eicelea stepped over and gazed at it curiously. She reached out and touched it, an enormous and life like hologram of space loaded. It was so large stars were almost the size of Vynei as the projection of them swung past him. It almost felt like they were floating in space.

      “It’s a map,” he said.

      “Of course it is, but...” she looked closer at the projection and pointed. Every time she did, it zoomed in to provide a closer look at the area. There were three planetary systems that had a flashing icon above them. “…that is the Linl home star system.” She pointed to the next star with an icon. “This is the human star system.” Another projection appeared as she pointed once again. “This must be us, though its location seems off. Then again the proper motion of this entire star system is the highest in this section of the galaxy.”

      “And that means?”

      “The star system we are currently in travels through the galaxy faster than any other system. This goes to show the incredible age of this star map, it was created during a time when this system, this world was in another location in the galaxy.”

      “This system seems to have a label as well.” Vynei pointed to the last star system with an icon above it.

      The projection that appeared from what she could see, was a binary star system with a massive blue white main sequence star and a small white dwarf. She studied it for a few seconds. It was a system that was unexplored by Radiance and the Hashmedai.

      “That’s… well Radiance has not named that system yet,” she said. “The humans however, call it Sirius.”

      Location of another Lyonria outpost perhaps? Eicelea tried to interact with the hologram to see if more details could load, but only text in the Lyonria language appeared about that system.

      “I have no idea what any of this means, boss.”

      “I can only infer that the Lyonria had taken interest in humans, Linl and Sirius.”

      “If only we can read this, we might be sitting on the biggest discovery in the galaxy.”

      A linguist would be able to shed some light on this, maybe even figure out an algorithm for data pads to automatically translate Lyonria text. Then it hit her. Eicelea remembered Alisha talking about her work on Rasi, and that there was a scholar that worked in a nearby lab, an expert at languages.

      She keyed in a search in her data pad, a listing of all the people stationed at the camp displayed. Her fingers then typed in the name of the scholar in question on the touch screen to see if she was here along with all the other great minds in the system.

      Ary Odelea.

      Odelea’s profile loaded.

      “I think I have someone in mind.”

      She put her pad away to address the next situation at hand. Leaving. She walked toward the alcove and noticed something different about it now that room was fully powered. A holo screen showed images of a dark room. To her delight, the screen lowered to her short height. I wish more screens would do that. She raised her hand to touch the hologram which rippled and waved like someone throwing a stone in a lake. A new projection loaded, displaying the contents of another empty and dark room. She repeated the process, concluding that the image that loaded was letting the user know which room they were going to be teleported to. Eventually she found the hallway they were in last.

      “I do believe I have mastered how to use this device.”
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* * *

      Eicelea and Vynei made their way back to the camp site outside of the ancient city after a lengthy and paranoid trip through the ancient city streets. There was a part of Eicelea that wondered if they had been followed the entire time they entered the restricted area. The housing containing Odelea was unusual. It was surrounded by scores of armed guards, Eicelea was about to give up until she noticed that people were allowed to enter and leave. The guards weren’t barring anyone from entering, they were just standing on patrol for whatever reason. Security was understandable, but for only one of the four buildings?

      They passed through the airlocks, and were able to remove their restricting helmets and proceed further in. Eicelea saw a number of monks on the inside, a puzzling thought. There was no need for them to be here, the main hub further west had a small city and temples for those that wished to pray. This camp was nothing more than a place for everyone to have easy access to the ruins for the time being.

      Three floors and five corridors later, they found Odelea’s room, like outside, two rangers stood next to the entrance. They wouldn’t allow Eicelea or Vynei to use the door chime, instead they insisted on summoning Odelea. At last the doors slid open, and the young and timid Aryile girl stood before them.

      “Ah you must be scholar Odelea,” Eicelea said.

      “Yes.”

      “I am Eicelea and this is my bodyguard, Vynei. May we speak in private?”

      Odelea nodded to the guards and allowed them to enter. The room was small, more like a closet with a bed and computer. Eicelea produced her data pad and showed Odelea the contents of it while explaining to her the discoveries they made.

      “You know the admin of this world aren’t going to be pleased?” Odelea said.

      “I am Eicelea, famed explorer of Lyonria ruins in Morutrin. They won’t punish me for what I did, it was only right that I be the first to venture that far!”

      Odelea watched the video play back of their discovery of the hologram showing the star map and most importantly the Lyonria text. “It will take some time to study this language. It would help if I were to hear it spoken as well to figure out a way to translate it.”

      “Some of the computers did talk to us for, but only for a few seconds. I’d imagine a race as advanced as the Lyonria probably had some audio recordings stored on them.”

      “Send me a copy of your files,” Odelea said. “Give me a few hours to study them so I can get a better understanding.”

      “Of course,” Eicelea said then ejected a data crystal out from the side of her data pad, handing it over to Odelea.

      “We can all head back there to study it in detail,” Odelea said, putting the data crystal away.

      Eicelea and Vynei stood to leave, before they neared the door, she turned to face Odelea and said. “This must be our secret scholar.”

      Odelea nodded in a nervous manner. “I won’t tell anyone.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Courelia lower levels, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      Alisha and Jainuzei sat at an elegant styled Aryile restaurant several blocks away from where she lived. The dining room was an outdoor patio, or at least what outdoor counted for in a city built inside of an arcology. The patio along with the restaurant was located four stories up, and delivered a breathtaking view of the artificial waterfalls from the forested section of the city.

      The table cloths had her fascinated the moment she sat down. She wasn’t quite sure what it was made of, but it was able to change its appearance via a small holographic display off to the side. One could change the color of it, or make it display moving imagery. A patron on the other side of the patio had their table cloth to appear as the surface of an ocean on some obscure planet. Another couple had their cloth to display what was underneath, giving the illusion that their table was invisible.

      Alisha opted for a plain white appearance, just like one would expect in a fine dining establishment on Earth. Male and female Aryile provided table side service, offering menus, drinks, and of course requested meals, all based on Aryile cuisine. An entirely plant based diet.

      “Thanks for taking me out today,” she said with an alluring smile.

      “My pleasure.”

      “So, do your superiors know you’re here as well?”

      “I’m tasked with conducting a search in this area,” he said. “I’m on a lunch break as far as they are concerned. Being of high rank does have its advantages.”

      The server came to take their order, then returned promptly ten minutes later with their requested dishes. With no protein to cook, it didn’t take long for the cooks and chefs to prepare one’s meal. Alisha ordered a salad dish consisting of emerald green leaves, tossed in a white dressing made of pureed fruits and vegetables from the Aryile home world. Red colored fruits resembling strawberries garnished the top along with thinly orange cut strips on another vegetable she knew nothing of.

      “I envy your species,” Jainuzei said to her in his deep voice.

      “Why is that?”

      “You are an omnivore race, you can choose between a plant based meal or meat, I however, cannot, the shape of the teeth in my mouth alone is unable to tear and chew meat.”

      “Well I’ve been doing the vegetarian thing for a while now.”

      “Ah so, you are not making a compromise by dining here?”

      “Absolutely not, out of all the places to dine I would prefer an Aryile restaurant like this, everything is so vegan. It’s very interesting to see a menu based around thousands of years of cooking techniques all revolving around natural plant based food.”

      Alisha was interested to know what dessert was going to be like upon finishing her plate of food. The video that played on the data pad menu displayed something that looked like kiwis tossed in a savory light blue jam with sugar sprinkled on top.

      “So, how much time do you think you have until you have to leave?” he asked.

      “Until the project is finished. Needless to say, I’m taking my sweet time with it.” The server came up to clear the empty plates. She took the time to order the dessert in question. “I admit, the more I think about it the more depressing it is. Losing contact with my husband and daughter now losing this opportunity. I even started reading about your gods.”

      “Really?”

      “It was more just to keep my mind clear,” she said. “It’s very interesting about how they arrived at your home world and helped save your people and lay down the foundation to the union.”

      “If you’re still interested, I can take you to the temple. Dalhakei is still there, he can... help answer any questions you may have.”

      “Depends,” she said as her hands lightly stroked the scales on his large hands. “If you’re still interested in taking me?”

      A smile grew on his face, no doubt because of the contact she just made with him. “Of course,” he said.

      Alisha’s dessert arrived, served in an oval shaped bowl. A spoon full of it gave her taste buds an experience quite possibly no human has ever experienced before.

      “I used to eat this a lot when I was a child in the polar regions of my home world,” he said as she took several more bites of her dish. “How do they say it on your world? Bon appétit?”

      “That’s one of many ways, we humans have many different languages.”

      “Indeed, I’ve been studying some of them in my spare time with the language learning tools.”

      Jainuzei went from Aryile speaking the Radiance language, to an Aryile speaking French as he said. “I believe this one is called French?”

      Alisha said, also speaking French. “English and Chinese are the two main languages most aliens try to learn first to my knowledge.”

      “Yes, but as I recall the region you lived in did speak this?”

      She was impressed at how well he spoke French. “Well yes, Quebec was mostly French speaking, though Québécois French was slightly different than French from France.”

      Upon finishing her dessert, she gazed at him with dreamy eyes, while the palms of her hands help up her head. “So, after your mission, back when you went after the Hashmedai emperor, what happened?” she asked.

      “It’s a long story. I’ll have much more free time tomorrow to tell you if you’d like.”

      “Is that before or after a visit to this legendary temple?”
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* * *

      Courelia upper levels, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      The next day as promised Jainuzei traveled with Alisha to the upper levels of the city toward the large temple. It was now opened to the public as the damage done to it as well as the blood stains had all been cleaned up. Order members had all dispersed to deal with their assigned duties. Perfect timing as well, Jainuzei would rather not have Alisha see everything that was left behind after Jazz’s attack.

      After a quick tour, showing Alisha all the old books and old statues, Dalhakei arrived with his staff in hand. “Ah, your eminence,” Jainuzei said taking a bow.

      “Greetings, my child,” Dalhakei said.

      “This is Alisha, the scientist human working with Radiance R&D.”

      “It is an honor,” Dalhakei said stepping toward her. “We seldom have humans set foot inside here.”

      “Wait, humans have been here before me?”

      Dalhakei laughed at the comment then said. “So, I sense you have a great many questions?”

      “A few, yes,” she said.

      Dalhakei lifted his staff in the air with both hands. His eyes shut while the orb at the top of his staff started to shine brightly. The temple along with Dalhakei all vanished, replaced with nothing but white as far as the eye could see with Jainuzei and Alisha standing together side by side.

      “Whoa,” was all she had to say.

      “No need to worry,” Jainuzei said. “The gods, they wish to speak to us.”

      “Does this normally happen?”

      “It’s rare, and even when it does happen, it’s between one person and them, never two.” He paused as his head pivoted around. “This is quite odd.”

      Hannah appeared in front of them, she was floating a few inches off the ground as if she was a psionic. Alisha’s reaction to the appearance of Hannah was unexpected. She stood there, looking at her up and down. She raised her hand to cover her mouth, to hold in all the emotion that was about to seep out.

      “Oh, my,” Alisha said, her hands trembling visibly.

      “It’s Hannah,” Jainuzei said. Everyone high up in the Celestial Order knew of the great seer, Hannah.

      “That’s my daughter!”

      My gods. “Hannah is your daughter?”

      “You know her?” Alisha looked again at Hannah, walking circles around the vision of her. “Wow, she’s all grown up, so lovely.”
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* * *

      “Hannah is alive and will return to you if you keep your mind open to us,” said a female voice in Alisha’s head.

      “Did you hear that?” she asked.

      Jainuzei shook his head. “I heard nothing.”

      Hannah and the white setting vanished, and were replaced with a Hashmedai ship. Outside of the ship was Earth burning. This was twenty-two years ago during the Hashmedai invasion.

      “I’m sorry!” Alisha heard a voice yell in the distance. The person spoke English. “It was a mistake. I didn’t know all this would happen!”

      Alisha and Jainuzei ran down the halls of the Hashmedai ship, unaffected by the weightless environment. She recognized the voice that was pleading for help. It was her husband Jason. Turning the corner, she saw Jake pushing a button next to an airlock entrance then the sound of a door unlocking.

      “Help! Somebody, help me! Help me, help me!” Jason screamed. Alisha ran next to Jake and looked through the window of the airlock door. Jason was inside. He was terrified. Meanwhile Jake was furious, neither one of them seemed to be aware of Alisha or Jainuzei’s presence. Of course not, this was a vision... a vision of what though? What happened in the past? “Look, Alisha will never forgive you for this!”

      “Jason!” Alisha cried out, banging on the airlock. “Jason, Jason!”

      “You’re assuming she’s gonna find out,” Jake said, then hit another button, the airlock door blew open and Jason’s body was yanked away into space, his face crystallizing in the process. “Try not to scream. Ain’t nobody gonna hear ya.”

      Alisha fell to the floor, tears streamed down her face, while Jainuzei lowered himself to embrace and comfort her. The devastating truth was unveiled and it was painful. Jake her ex-husband killed Jason, probably in a jealous rage. Jake never did get over the end of their marriage. She knew that by the way he looked at her and the fact he never met anyone else.

      “Jason... he’s...” she said whimpering. “Jake... why...”

      “Look at him,” said Jainuzei. “He sided with the Hashmedai, the ones who do not accept the word of the gods.”

      “He killed him!”

      “Look closer.” He pointed at Jake.

      A female Hashmedai assassin with pale blue skin and long black with white highlights appeared. Jake and the Hashmedai spoke in a friendly tone. As she floated away down the darkened corridor, she gazed back at him with smile, and a lustful desire in her glowing eyes.

      “That assassin,” Jainuzei said. “She was going to finish Jason off if he didn’t go ahead with it. I’m sorry you lost him, but he was not going to make it off that ship regardless if he spared him or not.”

      “Jake wanted us to travel from Earth with them too.” She slammed her fists on the side of the airlock door as her sadness transformed into rage. “Arg! I hate them, I hate them!”

      “Hate is a strong word,” Jainuzei said. “The Hashmedai race may be evil, but there are those that ally with the Celestial Order. Those who follow the teaching of the gods like us, ones that wish to purge the evil from their souls and follow the one true path and teachings.”

      Alisha’s sobbing subsided as she looked at Jainuzei who was still holding on to her, then later wiping away the tears from her face. It was at that moment she realized the vision was no accident, someone, or something, wanted to her to see it. Wanted to give her the answers to the questions that clouded her thoughts for so long. Wanted to show her the route to the one truth path.

      “True teachings?” she asked.

      “Yes, Alisha. The false teachings are enforced by the Radiance council, the true ones however,” he stood, bringing her along for the ride, “are taught by the Celestial Order, sadly the council wishes to silence our voice.”

      There was a blinding flash, and they returned to the temple as Dalhakei lowered his staff then said. “The gods have gifted us yet again.”
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* * *

      Kasidey’s transport, Paryo orbit, Uemaesce system

      “Paryo still exists I see,” said Whigli dully.

      Their transport had arrived at a low polar orbit around Paryo. None of the ships from the imperial navy paid any attention to their presence. Either they weren’t able to detect the ship or they were expecting it. But that wasn’t Whigli’s concern. He was more upset that the atomic weapons that he launched clearly did no harm to Paryo. Two whole months passed, and he thought for sure that the empire was suffering in the aftermath of his vengeance.

      “Unfortunate, but don’t give up,” Kasidey said. “They will feel your wrath.”

      “When?”

      “Just keep your anger and desire for vengeance bottled up, the empire, union, and UNE will all bow down to you.”

      Five minutes later, a psionic teleported aboard their ship, with him was an older Hashmedai man wearing a dark suit. Both Kasidey and the old man made eye contact. “Torval,” she said to him. “Nice to see you again.”

      “Have we met?” he asked her.

      Kasidey smiled at the aging Hashmedai guild master. “Kinda.”

      Torval’s face shifted left to right, clearly impressed with the design of their ship as well as the gravity. “How soon can we be there?” Torval asked her.

      “It won’t be long,” she said. “There’s space in the back to rest until then.”

      Torval nodded to the psionic that teleported him aboard. The psionic vanished into bright blue light, heading back to the surface of Paryo. Whigli approached Kasidey as Torval retreated toward the back, and away from listening range. “Dead humans, a data pad, and now the Assassins’ Guild master?”

      She said to his enquiry, “Wait until you see what lies at the end of our journey.”
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      Abyssal Justice, interstellar space, Edge of the Uylanni system

      Fifty years ago...

      Victory celebrations were held all over the ship, New Paryo was turned into an uninhabitable world devoid of all Hashmedai life including the imperial family. Plans to enter cryostasis and begin the long journey home were put on hold to allow the crew to enjoy their drinks. That and several members of the crew were to be reassigned.

      For Jainuzei however, returning home to Aervounis was one of two assignments he was willing to accept. The second one was an invitation to Xyniea’s quarters. As the doors closed behind, she appeared out from the corner, she held a bottle of wine that was strategically covering her breasts, as she was topless. Jainuzei was pants free seconds later, the things wine, rum, and celebrations could do to one’s mind.

      His pants hovered next to him, or was it behind him? He couldn’t remember or care, for a naked and fit Rabuabin woman was right in front of him. He held onto her as she held onto the bottle of rum. Their lips exploded on each other’s bodies amidst the effects of the zero g, moving slowly from the neck down to each other’s chests. Jainuzei’s large hands held onto her waist as his hard Aryile shaft entered her thrusting back and forth. Gravity was a non-issue, and Xyniea made sure to remind him of that, spinning her body from time to time. It was a pointless act, but when booze has complete control of your mind nothing really has a point.

      Jainuzei lost count of the unique positions they found themselves in. All he knew was that her orgasm count was rising every five to twelve minutes. And would continue to do so. She wasn’t an Aryile woman, so it was impossible for him to finish. Aryile intercourse was normally a thirty to forty-five second task. Enzymes produced by the female stimulated the male enough for a climax to be made possible, meanwhile, enzymes released by a male started a chemical reaction that would trigger a female to also climax. The end result? Aryile intimacy was literally one continuous orgasm lasting as long as thirty seconds for both partners. And this evolutionary function was the primary reason the Aryile race had issues with over population before forced sterilization was enforced throughout the union.

      The thrusting between them as a result went on for almost two hours. Jainuzei did his best to not pay attention to the beads of sweat that floated next to their bodies, or the beads of her love juices next to their waist. Rabuabin women knew how to party after a great victory.

      In the aftermath of their ravaging, Jainuzei looked up at the ceiling of Xyniea’s quarters with his hands behind his head, floating. Xyniea pulled him downwards toward her then moved her face in to kiss his chest, then stroke his shaft, still hard from earlier.

      “I can’t believe I did that,” she said.

      “Too many drinks.”

      “I mean, you’re a man,” she said, correcting herself. “I’ve only allowed other women to fondle my body.”

      “And I’ve only allowed Aryile women with mine,” he said raising his hand to touch her wild and floating hair. “Not a word of this to my wife.”

      “As I said before, wives are a hassle, ditch her,” she said with a stern grunt. She grinned, then crawled her weightless body back onto his.

      “We shouldn’t.”

      “One last time, these are uncertain times after all. Might be the last time we get to have any kind of fun like this.”

      His face said no, his manhood said yes as she held onto it and guided it back inside of her, held onto his broad shoulders and waited for him to start thrusting upwards while holding her writhing waist. The excitement of being inside of a Rabuabin woman was too much for him to resist.
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* * *

      The next day came and the reassignment orders were issued. The Abyssal Justice came to a stop, joining up with a fleet of Radiance cruisers. Many of those ships were poised to travel in a different direction than that of the Abyssal Justice.

      Jainuzei entered the transport bay in which several familiar faces were all floating next to a transport with their belongings in hand. Those faces being, Hilemei, Xyniea, Karklosea, and Fiesei. He was somewhat upset to see them go as he never had the chance to spend a great deal of time working them, or chatting during off-duty hours.

      “So, this is goodbye?” Jainuzei said as he got closer.

      “Indeed,” General Hilemei said. “With that said, I think promotions are in order.” He faced Xyniea first. “Za Xyniea, I hereby promote you to Ranger Second class.”

      “Thank you, General,” she said, taking a bow.

      “Ary Jainuzei,” Hilemei said to him. “Congratulations, Ranger First class.”

      “The honor is mine, thank you.”

      He kept his composure solid, first class ranger was something he had dreamed of for years. Something he came dangerously close to losing several times as he put his life on the line in the battlefield. All in the past now, he was a first-class ranger, and nothing would change that.

      “Wow, first class, uh?” Xyniea said to Jainuzei. “Retirement, like most rangers that get that high?”

      “Perhaps, or maybe,” he held a plasma dagger up, one of the many Hashmedai weapons he collected over the years, “weapons master.”

      “Weapons master?” Xyniea said. “There hasn’t been anyone of that title in years.”

      “That’s because every first-class ranger retires, becomes an officer, or joins The Whisper,” Jainuzei said grinning at Fiesei who looked away. “May I ask where you all are heading?”

      “I’ll be overseeing operations in our deep space exploration missions,” Hilemei said. “Fewer assassins.”

      “After what we just finished, the empire will probably be sending all their assassins after you,” Jainuzei said.

      “And that’s why the frontlines are a place I can no longer be. Thankfully Karklosea will be joining me.”

      “What about you two?” Jainuzei asked Xyniea and Fiesei.

      “My assignment is classified,” Fiesei said, then boarded his transport.

      Xyniea smiled at him and said. “Mine as well.”

      “Well it was a great honor fighting with you all,” said Jainuzei. “May the gods’ light shine upon you all.”

      Everyone floated toward their respective transport ships. As they all moved out of hearing range Xyniea moved her way closer toward Jainuzei. At one point, he was expecting another insane kiss considering how close she had gotten. Instead she asked. “This ship is returning to the capital correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “Have you visited the great temple yet?”

      “I have not. Patriarch Dalhakei is there. I’m sure him being such a powerful religious leader has other things to worry about.”

      “Visit him when you arrive.”

      “Why is that?”

      “I’d like to work with you again,” she said then grabbed onto his neck and lunged forward for another open mouth kiss. “Have an open mind if you speak with him, his words are the truth regardless of what anyone says.”

      “Of course, he’s the Patriarch.”

      “He’s muzzled by the council.”

      “What?”

      “Religion mixed with politics, you know how that goes.” She looked back toward her transport where the pilot was waving at her to hurry up. “I should go.”
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* * *

      An hour passed since they all left and boarded their ships. Jainuzei was on his way toward his cryo pod as he glanced at the information that displayed on his data pad screen. On it was listed where each of the ships leaving the fleet were heading. Hilemei and Karklosea boarded the Abyssal Seeker, which was en-route to meet up with the Abyssal Explorer at Lejorania Sanctum. Xyniea boarded the Abyssal Hammer which was assigned to monitor heretic activity at Foicanta. Fiesei. His was interesting, The Abyssal Wave was heading toward Earth. Why would a warship head to a primitive world? Science and exploration ships like the Abyssal Explorer he could understand, not ones built for war.

      That question would have to be dealt with later, however. His cryo pod came into view. He climbed in, shut off the pad and activated the pod. Its glass tube hatch slowly lowered shut while he lay back in a comfortable position, and prepared himself to sleep for several years.
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* * *

      Veromacon, Aervounis, Luminous system

      Twelve years later...

      Jainuzei’s multiyear journey through space officially came to an end when his feet touched down after making a triumphant leap off his transport. The Radiance military base his transport landed at was located in the middle of the floating city, obscured amongst towering trees in the surrounding forest, and various other military installations. Just another hour to go, were his only thoughts as he walked toward the rapid transit platform with his equipment and battle spoils tucked away in a large bag.

      Surrounding him were other rangers or ship crew members, stepping away from hundreds of transports that also came to land at the base. It was indeed a glorious spectacle for him, brave men and women returning from the frontlines having delivered what might be the final blow to destroy the evil empire once and for all.

      The return to his home was lukewarm to say the least. For a grand victory that they had achieved, there were no major welcoming parties, no parades, no religious leaders offering their blessings, nothing. Not even his wife Ary Marrea was there to welcome him back. At least the other service men and women had their loved ones there.

      His home was in his view. He admired how much the community had changed during his absence. Trees that were once tiny saplings had now grown to be taller than him, with their rustling leaves large enough to cast a shade on the grass below. Several new homes had been added in the far end as well, while existing ones had been modified, adding additional floors or rooms. His finger pressed against a computer panel located on the side of the front door to his home. Even that was different. Marrea must have had the system upgraded. It even made a different chime.

      There was a delay, naturally, in which he heard footsteps from inside slowly make their way to the front. The door opened, it felt like eons passed during the process of her opening it up, but in reality, he was too excited to see her again. He wondered what her reaction would be. Shocked? Overly happy? Would she remember him? It’d been almost twenty-six years in total.

      “Oh my gods,” Marrea said.

      “Home at last,” said Jainuzei. “I’ve missed you.”

      A long powerful hug full of emotion came next. He was surprised how well she had aged. She was such a young woman when they were married. Now she was almost as old as him. The advice his commanding officers gave him indeed paid off, marry them young so that when you return from space decades later, they’ll be around your age.

      “You were gone for so many years,” she said, finally letting him go. He could see a small stream of tears dripping from her violet eyes.

      “War doesn’t always give one a chance to send messages,” he said. “You’ve aged well.”

      “You barely aged at all!” Marrea said playfully. “So how long do I have you in my life?”

      He waited until he stepped inside to give her an answer, dropping his bag on the floor as the doors closed. “Forever, I’m retiring.”

      She looked at his bag, as some of the contents of it were sticking out from the top, namely the Hashmedai hilts to the several swords he had. “That gear says you want to become that weapons master you’ve always talked about.”

      “These are just battle trophies,” he said. “I plan to build a rack to honor the mighty Hashmedai fighters I’ve slain.”

      He sat down on a velvet smooth couch placed in front of the glass door leading out to their patio dining room and swimming pool. It took him a while but he soon realized this was the same couch that was here when he left. The material must have been rejuvenated to give it a new fresh look.

      “Honoring demons?” she asked, sitting next to him.

      “The ones I’ve killed fought like brave men and women. They had no demonic traits unlike the rest of their underlings.”

      He wrapped his arm around her, drawing her closer, eager to see what her lips felt like now compared to when she was a teenager. Not much of difference that he could tell as they finally embraced passionately, though she did seem much more confident. Certainly, a much better kisser now than back then. And sneaky too. As he pulled away, she moved her face forward to steal another kiss.

      Nightfall came quickly, completing the process of him feeling back at home, with the planet’s nineteen hour cycles. Jainuzei sat at their patio dining area and watched as Marrea stripped away her clothing and dove into their swimming pool. The lights installed at the base of the pool reflected its light upwards as she swam through it.

      Every Aryile home had a pool, a tradition that was carried on throughout the years. Swimming in the nude was viewed a great means of stress relief after a long day, or clearing one’s mind in preparation for work. Some say the tradition of Hashmedai bathing with their partners stemmed from this, as Hashmedai were once allowed to live on this world before the war started.

      Marrea’s head popped up from the waters for some air after being below for the last ten minutes. She smiled as she saw Jainuzei standing next to the mouth of the pool, ready to join her in his naked form just like they used to do before he was deployed. His feet kicked through the warm waters of the pool as she teased him, goading him to chase her amongst the waves. The last several years had not only turned her into a beautiful woman, but an expert swimmer, he had a tough time keeping up with her. Their playful game of pool tag came to an end as their wet naked bodies embraced again. His hands were massaging her breasts, their mouths interwoven in passionate play while her hands moved up and down across his hard member.

      She found herself partially immersed in the pool, sitting on a set of steps leading into it. Waves of water from the surface gently splashed across her pleasuring petals between her legs as he pushed himself inside her, moving his hips slowly. It didn’t take long for the enzymes within her womanly parts to release, triggering a symbiotic chemical reaction. He released his sterilized seed inside of her, she trembled and moaned. For thirty-eight seconds they sang a loud song of ecstasy as her hands held onto his abs, while his hands cupped her small pert breasts. Their dripping wet bodies quivered under the starlight.

      She still held onto his large muscular body even after their ravishing session had long ended and asked. “So, you are here forever?” He nodded. “Prove it!”

      “We were approved to have children before I left,” he said. “Let's visit the breeding hatchery and have some.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yes, I’ll even let you design them.”

      She gently pushed him back by pressing her hands across his chest then sat up and to list her demands. “I want a daughter.”

      “Well, uh.”

      “Ha, and you want a son I bet.”

      “We could have both.”

      “Twins?”

      “There’s an idea.”

      “I want our daughter to be the envy of all women. When she’s an adult, I want her to make all men hard as she walks by.”

      He briefly thought about all the extra genetic enchantments options they’ll have to purchase to make that happen. Especially if she wants their future daughter to be attractive to races outside of Aryile. “Sounds expensive, but with all the credits the union has paid me for my service, it shouldn’t be an issue. Let us go first thing in the morning.”
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* * *

      For the last several thousand years, Radiance races have all reproduced via hatcheries located in each city on every world the union controls. It was one of the many gifts from their gods used to combat the growing problem of overpopulation during the early days of the union, especially amongst the Aryile race, since pregnancy was a quick and easy process. With predators out of the equation and the advancement of medical technology, populations on worlds with a heavy Aryile population hit catastrophic levels. Even with colonization, those worlds quickly filled up as more and more couples showed up with children. And that was just the Aryile race. Throw in the total populations of the rest of the Radiance races, and the union was forced to implement one of their more controversial laws to date, forced sterilization of all members.

      Sex became nothing more than a means of pleasure, real reproducing happened at the hatcheries. Every Radiance world kept a close eye on its population numbers for every planet and the cities on it. Maximum population caps were established, if a location hit its max numbers all hatcheries were shut down and immigration to those worlds was banned until the population levels dropped, when immigration and/or reproduction rights were started once again. If a married couple wanted to have children, and lived in a city that hit its max numbers, they were forced to move to city with a smaller population. If all cities on a planet hit their max numbers, thus meaning the max population of the planet has been hit, they were forced to move off world, or wait until the population numbers dropped.

      Furthermore, a law was passed making it only possible for married couples to use the hatchery. Anyone else who was not legally married was forbidden from having children. Adding to that, married couples needed to be approved by the government. If they were deemed to be unfit parents, lacked the credits needed to raise a child, had a criminal background, they could be all out rejected. Becoming a parent within the Radiance Union was a privilege you needed to have a license for. And it was these rules that made it possible for all planets under Radiance control to properly manage resource consumption, and force people to live in newly established worlds and prevent unfit parents from bringing up children whom the council believes would be at risk of becoming an issue in their society.

      Jainuzei and Marrea arrived at the Veromacon hatchery, a massive five chambered building with thirty stories, solely responsible for the breeding and fetal development of infants. Each chamber was designed for one of the five races of the union, as each race had different means of reproduction. Aryile, Rabuabin and Linl children, were normally born via an embryo growing in the mother’s womb, so artificial wombs for those respective races were built. Javnis were hatched from eggs, resulting in artificial eggs to be synthesized in a lab. The Vorcambreum normally reproduced via the impregnated female carrying the larval inside her for a period of time until it was time for them to grow its first set of legs and walk on land.

      Once Jainuzei and Marrea’s license to use the facility was confirmed, they were taken to a small room where a sample of their DNA was taken and added to a vial. A computer screen displayed what their children were expected to look like when born. Additional options allowed them to view how they might look at certain ages. But that would have to come later, first they needed to utilize the customization options.

      Marrea wanted a daughter, Jainuzei wanted a son, they selected the option to have twins, one male, the other female. Additional options were selected as they continued to make their adjustments. Many of them had a price tag as it would require extensive genetic alterations to the genes they both provided. Everything from height, hair and eye color, brain processing power, hand eye coordination, sexual orientation, the shape of their faces was adjusted. Marrea wanted the most perfect, hottest, and smartest daughter in the city. Jainuzei wanted a son that would lead the union into a new golden age. Credits were limited however, even with the high payout he had, the more modification you made to your child, the more you had to pay. Most of the credits spent ended up on their daughter, Marrea had a long list of wants, wants he was willing to give her.

      When the process was complete and the transaction made, the vial of DNA was sent off to a team of geneticists who spent the next week making the necessary alterations. From there they used it to create an artificial womb and embryo inside a glass tank. They later spent the next two months visiting the tank once a day to watch the dual embryos grow and develop.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Jainuzei’s retirement from the rangers gave him ample time to work around the house, namely its garden. He considered getting a job someplace local, perhaps a merchant, maybe even a school teacher, there was quite a demand for that now that the population levels within the city dropped. Hundreds of babies were expected to be born soon, schools that were shut down ages ago, were expected to reopen once those children come of age. But there was a part of him that felt a level of guilt for being away for so many years, not to mention failing to send Marrea messages. No, he thought, staying at home will be the best course of action. He’ll always be here for her now, all while making up for the years of lost time.

      Jainuzei heard the door chime ring from their backyard garden. Who can that be? Marrea was home early from her job, and they had never had any visitors since his return. He rose from his work in the scorching sunlight, entering back into his home and headed straight for the door. He saw Marrea run toward the door as well, though he got to it first. She looked somehow frightened. Something wasn’t right.

      “What’s wrong?” he said as he reached toward the door control panel.

      “I ugh...”

      The door unlocked and opened at the push of a button, an Aryile man stood in front and gave Jainuzei an aggressive look. “May I help you?” Jainuzei asked.

      “I’m just here to visit my partner, Marrea,” the man said.

      “What?” Partner? Who the Paryo does this man think he is?

      “Jainuzei,” Marrea said from behind him.

      Jainuzei faced Marrea, who was clearly ready to panic. “Who is he?” Jainuzei said in a demanding voice.

      “I should be asking the same question!” the man said.

      “This is my house and she is my wife!” Jainuzei said to him.

      “You?” The man said, then addressed Marrea. “You said he was dead?”

      “One moment, Dienei,” Marrea said to him, then yanked Jainuzei back and shut the door. “Okay, Jainuzei, listen—”

      Jainuzei cut her off, as his hands clenched together full of anger and the feeling of betrayal. He wasn’t a stupid man, he quickly put together what happened during his absence. “You met someone else while I was gone.”

      “I didn’t think you’d be coming back ever.”

      “Then why did you welcome me back?”

      “Because like you, he too spent too much time in space,” she said. “We were in regular communication until his convoy was attacked by the Hashmedai then I heard nothing afterward other than the fact there were few survivors.”

      “Well, looks like the gods wanted him to come back to you.”

      “They wanted you to come back alive too.”

      “I’m sure they did,” he said as he reopened the door and stormed out in a rage. Dienei her secret partner fell over backwards as Jainuzei’s fist rammed into his face.

      Jainuzei spent the next several hours drinking at a local tavern trying to figure out why this happened. He did everything he was asked to in life, even took on the challenge of going to war to fight the empire, and unlike most of his comrades did it with honor. He’d done nothing wrong, yet the gods returned the favor by making his beloved choose another partner, then allow said partner to return safely into her arms? He was being punished, but for what? Penetrating Xyniea? Can’t be, he prayed, asking for forgiveness, claiming he regretted those actions. Even then those actions didn’t outweigh all the other great and noble actions he’d taken prior to that.

      He stumbled drunkenly into the great temple of Veromacon, he remembered Xyniea talking about this place and that he should visit it. May as well do it now, his faith in the gods was wavering, he needed answers, he needed a way out of this problem that was tearing his newly found paradise apart. The temple was empty as expected for night had fallen. He took one last gulp of his drink, before slamming the empty bottle on the floor and kneeling to make another prayer before a statue of the three gods.

      “My child,” a voice called to him in the distance. “It is late for this, don’t you think?”

      Slowly, his head turned and he saw who had spoken to him, Patriarch Ure Dalhakei walked toward him, holding his staff with a glowing orb at the top. “Your eminence!” he said in a panic. Attempting to rise and bow, his intoxicated state meant he fell face first to the floor instead.

      “Oh, please stand, I was on my way back to my chambers to rest,” Dalhakei said. Jainuzei ever so slowly climbed back to his feet, this time taking more care. “You seem lost.”

      “The gods have placed me in a strange spot,” Jainuzei said.

      “Sit,” Dalhakei said, pointing to a bench with his staff. “Tell me what is troubling you my child.”

      Jainuzei moved over to the bench slowly, careful to not fall over, and they sat together. Dalhakei looked at him with interest, while the glow on his staff intensified. “I’ve fought the Hashmedai for years, our sworn enemy. Those that wish to go against the gods and defile our lands. I’ve done so much good in life, and now my wife wishes to be with another man.”

      “Tell me more.”

      Jainuzei went on in greater detail, explaining his life story, meeting Marrea then marrying her, traveling to the recent battle on New Paryo, and his return only to run into his current problem two months later. Dalhakei raised his staff above him and it began to glow brighter.

      Suddenly, a moment of clarity hit Jainuzei. A brief vision entered his thoughts, glorious battles he never fought in, a woman in his arms, a Linl by the looks, or maybe human? Thoughts and ideas that weren’t his, yet they made sense, they were the truth, it had to be, because... He couldn’t explain it, only feeling that it was the truth. The one truth.

      “I wasn’t on the true path the gods laid out for me,” Jainuzei said as the vision ended.

      “No, you were not. Many of us aren’t.”

      “Why?”

      “The council, that’s why.”

      The great Dalhakei, speaking ill of the council? If he says such things, then it must be true, he is the voice of the gods, the leader of our religion after all. “Then what is my path?” Jainuzei asked.

      “You saw the path yourself, retirement or weapons master, retirement was the path the council and their beliefs would rather you take. Weapons master is the one truth path for you.”

      “I already resigned my commission.”

      “Then I shall give it back to you, and more,” Dalhakei said then stood, extending his wrinkled hand toward Jainuzei. “Come with me, my child, I am about to embark on a journey to two of our newly colonized worlds, Rasi and Oyuri. I will teach you everything you need to know, everything all people in the galaxy should know.”
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* * *

      Jainuzei returned to his home the next night to gather his belongings. Marrea and Dienei were asleep together in the bed he once shared with her as he moved through the darkened hallways. He stood watching them sleep, and wondered what he would have done had he not been a man of honor and fairness when it came to conflict. He did after all have a bag full of weapons from his collection. He could have easily killed them both in a jealous rage. His final act before boarding the Abyssal Pelican.

      But, that wasn’t his style, and he moved downstairs toward the front door, leaving his beautiful home once again, this time for good. As Jainuzei’s feet hit the main floor, he heard steps behind him, coming down the staircase he had just descended. He turned his head. It was Dienei, who pounced on him, striking Jainuzei multiple times with his fist as they fell over. Jainuzei couldn’t fault him entirely. From Dienei’s point of view in the darkness, Jainuzei was an intruder, someone that broke in stealing from the house and posing a threat. This was a good thing, at least Marrea would have a man that was going to protect her and the twins once they were born.

      He certainly wouldn’t be able to on the other side of the stars.

      The struggle came to an end as Jainuzei’s massive arms established control, and tossed Dienei through the glass door into the patio. Feeling he had won the fight, Jainuzei grabbed his bag and ran toward the front door. The hairs on the back of his neck rose as he heard the sound of a magnetic pistol powering up.

      Dienei shot Jainuzei in the back as he tried to make his escape.
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      Kasidey’s transport, Barnard’s Star System

      A wormhole spat out Kasidey’s transport as it traversed on its journey through the galaxy. Whigli was becoming increasingly impressed with the ship with each passing day. Near light speed travel was one thing, but being able to freely open wormholes at will? This transport had means of travel that could very well allow him to carry out his plans for vengeance, and evade any type of retaliation in the process.

      For a split second, he thought he was going to get just that chance as a Radiance patrol ship was detected. This could only mean one thing. “Union territory,” he said to himself. “Have they seen us?”

      “Yes, but it doesn’t matter,” Kasidey said. “The Pelican is transmitting to the rest of the ships that we are friendly.”

      “I suppose this is where I get off,” Torval said. “This is an interesting ship, one I’ve never seen.”

      “And to think, it’s only a transport,” said Kasidey.

      A look of intrigue formed on Torval’s face. “Oh?”

      “There’s more like it, larger faster and stronger.”

      “The order can use a fleet like that.”

      “If the order completes their end of the bargain, they can have it and more.” Kasidey adjusted their course while the transport journeyed through the system. Minutes later, the Abyssal Pelican started to grow larger in size via the windshield as they got closer to it. “For now, the order will have to make do with the Pelican and its sister ship.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Port Shala, Morutrin Prime, Morutrin System

      The Crimson Arrow’s landing sequence began as it descended from the skies onto the high-rise starport on the outer edge of the city. The morning sunshine squeezed through a clearing of cloud coverage, the aftermath of a four week long rainstorm that soaked the region, leaving the air extremely muggy. The heat from the rising sun went to work, turning the water on the surface into vapor. It was that same humidity that made Danyal feel extremely uncomfortable upon stepping foot outside of the Crimson Arrow alongside Parcisei.

      “What do you think?” Parcisei asked him while his fingers swiped across the cracked screen of his data pad.

      “It’s hot.”

      “I know, it’s great, isn’t it?” Parcisei said as they stepped closer to the landing pad’s elevator. “Give me a few, need to run a search on the news in this system via the local knowledge network. I don’t trust the news couriers that update headlines between this system and Uemaesce.”

      The mention of the network gave Danyal an idea, one that might allow him to continue his search for Rana. “Knowledge network, it’s like the internet we use on Earth, right?”

      “Something like that yeah.”

      “So, it’s possible I could post an ad, right? Like if I was searching for information.”

      “I don’t recommend it, lots of untrustworthy people here. But yes. That option does exist.”

      “I’ll take the risk.”

      Parcisei summoned an elevator to come up as they approached the sliding doors. “You don’t want to do that.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes, you want to come with me to downtown Port Shala,” he said showing Danyal two-month-old news reports from his data pad. “According to this, our friend Avearan was quite active there.”
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* * *

      A high-speed tram rushed through the glass tunnels and entered a complex web of connecting tunnels that led to various districts in the city. Parcisei was surprisingly quiet during the ride. He sat in a chair across from Danyal, his Aryile serpent like eyes, never moving away from his data pad. Danyal looked out at the skyscraper filled city from the window next to him on the tram, it was the only thing that could take his mind off his aching muscles as they slowly adapted to the gravity of the planet. Mist rose along the sides of the builds as the rainwater from below continued to vaporize from the rising heat.

      A newly purchased data pad rested on Danyal lap, obtained from a vendor just outside of the tram platform they stood at before boarding. May as well grab it he figured, he lacked the cybernetics Hashmedai have that allow them to create holographic computer displays. Meanwhile everyone outside of the empire seemed to have relied heavily on them to keep up to date with things. During their long tram trip, he used the pad to place an ad on the knowledge network against Parcisei’s recommendation, in hopes that out there in this system someone knew Rana’s whereabouts in the galaxy.

      One hour later, Danyal’s sore neck forced him to move his face away from the window and toward Parcisei looking concerned. Noylarlie typically told him to shut up multiple times a day. Now he’s doing just that...what the hell did he discover? “Your silence is deafening,” Danyal said to him.

      Parcisei head cocked up to address Danyal. “How so? I’m not loud. In fact, I’ve been quite silent.”

      Danyal sighed. “Never mind.”

      “Ah you were trying to make conversation. I was starting to think that was going out of fashion.”

      “Why do you do it? All this running around the galaxy.”

      “My associates just want to make sure the galaxy is in the spot it should be,” Parcisei said. “And I want to play a key role in it.”

      “And what made you get up one day and say, ‘the galaxy sucks I want to change it’?” Danyal was aware of the Celestial Order and their goals. But what he couldn’t figure out was why people suddenly switched sides and supported that group, a group that revolved around people claiming to hear voices or have dreams telling them to do things.

      “My visit to the temple on Aervounis. I met Patriarch Dalhakei. He helped me open up my eyes to the truth.”

      “Just like that?”

      “Yep, anyone who meets with Fahia or Dalhakei personally walks away with a clearer head, and believes in our case.”

      “I’m sure there would be some that would disagree even after meeting them.”

      “It’s rare, very rare. And when it does happen, well you know.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Well you see, we can’t have people who aren’t willing to work with us know who we are so...”

      “Airlock?”

      “Something like that,” Parcisei said “Our associates are hated by those within the empire and union after all.”

      Danyal grunted then returned to his sightseeing out the window. “I’ll try not to talk shit about your people then.”

      “You’ll convert to the cause, same with Noylarlie. Fahia and Dalhakei way of convincing people takes a few days in some cases. Noylarlie just needs a few more sessions. I hope.”
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* * *

      Muro, Taxah, Uelcovis system

      Noylarlie entered a familiar bathing area in Hasiv’s manor. As she remembered it was in the tub of this very same room both she and her sister Phylarlie were deflowered, one of Hasiv’s friends offered to acquire anything they wanted with his standing in the empire, provided he could bathe and copulate with them at the same time.

      Not her fondest achievements, but the riches that man gave them made every other girl in the manor including Hasiv’s harem jealous of them for years to come. Another trip down memory lane wasn’t the reason Noylarlie came in here however, no, she needed to meditate away from everyone else, away from the other minds and sounds that could distract her. With the Crimson Arrow gone, she lost that setting, the battleships Yominv had her on weren’t good enough for her to slip into those deep trances too much noise in the background. She needed silence, she needed her thoughts to leave her body in the form of astral projection and take her back into Aether space.

      She filled the tub with its ice-cold water, and entered, carefully floating her body on the surface of it in an attempt to simulate the comforts of weightlessness in space. It wasn’t working. She then used her telekinesis powers to remove her clothing. Much better. There was nothing else on her body, just waves of cold water splashing on her blue skin and cybernetics while the gem hovered above her. Several minutes later, her mind calmed and it felt as if she was one with the water, much like how she felt being one with space during her meditations aboard the Crimson Arrow. Little by little, she felt her out of body experience intensify and her mind, senses and vision return to aether space.

      The answers to her questions must be found.
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* * *

      Imperial Palace, Paryo, Uemaesce system

      Y’lin’s mind relaxed as her telepathic thoughts connected to the Hashmedai psionic network. Shipboard psionics and her advisors with psionics all joined in, giving their leader an update across the empire and the campaign in Sol.

      “Ask Admiral Yominv, what is the status of the downfall of the human race?” her telepathic thoughts echoed.

      “He reports that our forces are still forming a stronghold around the wormhole while they wait for the Leviathan to arrive,” one psionic mind reported.

      “The Leviathan? That project had better be worth it,” Y’lin said.

      “He claims it will, but the major push will not happen for a few more days.”

      “Why?”

      “He claims there a special holiday coming up, something called Christmas. He wants the invasion to start then.”

      Y’lin’s mouth twisted at the additional information and approved of the idea. Conquest day was a special holiday to the Hashmedai, and twice it had been marred by a violent attack. Putting the humans through a similar situation, and making them feel all the pain and sadness she had to endure would be quite satisfying. If the Hashmedai had to suffer like that, others should too.

      “According to the data our operatives have uncovered,” said another psionic through thought transmission. “It would appear Jazz and Veloshira have indeed vanished and Jazz attempted to fake the assassination of the human president.”

      “Of course he would,” Y’lin said. “Have Veloshira’s family captured and executed.”

      “They left Paryo to go on vacation across the empire.”

      “Then find out which transport they boarded and deal with them. Also, contact the Assassins’ Guild. I want them to place a kill order on Jazz and Veloshira.”

      “Jazz and Veloshira? Assassinate our own assassins?”

      Y’lin thought about that question, and decided to reconsider. The guild was low on bodies as it was, hence why non-psionics could become members. “I take that back, just Jazz, bring me his head. Ideally after you’ve dealt with Veloshira family, so that she can weep, knowing her inaction brought this upon herself.” There was silence, though she could partly sense that they understood what needed to be done. “That is all for now, carry out your tasks.”
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* * *

      Kroshka and her mother clashed repeatedly since the conflict between Earth and the empire reignited, as well the news of the forced bonding. By way of protests, Kroshka had spent the last several days dressing more like a human, wearing the apparel from Earth she brought back, as well as requesting tailors to make modifications to some of her existing clothes, making them have a human-like style rather than Hashmedai. Her makeup and hairstyles also continued to appear Earth like, which ended up becoming the subject of a heated debate at the dinner table.

      Kroshka consumed her meal while her hair was styled with long braided pig tails. She spoke English the entire time, much to the annoyance of her mother and Eeladen, both of whom were unfamiliar with the alien language. Kroshka even openly flirted with one of the male servants who came to pick up her plate, in English of course, drawing rage fueled glares from everyone else at the dinner table. Childish behavior? Absolutely, and Kroshka went out of her way to amplify it anyway she could. When the bonding ceremony starts, everyone there would know full well that she, a member of the imperial family, opposed the war, opposed the bonding, and had a strong emotional attachment to humanity.

      Eeladen escorted her back to her chambers after the dinner and the hour long screaming fight between Kroshka and Y’lin because of her appearance and actions at the table. As the doors opened, his hand grappled her skinny arm, pulling her toward him. He brushed his hands through her hair.

      “We are to be mates soon,” he said. “Why not let me in?”

      Kroshka said nothing nor did she move. She was quite surprised at how bold he had become. It was a move she would later regret as his face pushed in closer toward hers. She gazed at him with a disgusted look and pushed him away before his mouth could get any closer. She entered her room shutting and locking the door behind her then sighed upon realizing his scent was on her from close encounter. A quick bathing session was in order before heading to sleep. She dropped her body into the large and elegantly designed tub, sat back, then groaned.

      Noylarlie, Kroshka, and Eeladen. They were supposed to be a team of sorts, a group that was going to secretly keep an eye on the order’s activity here on Paryo. Eeladen’s personality had, however, changed over the last two months, becoming more loyal to Y’lin and less to her. His recent move can attest to that, this bonding, he wants in it for his own needs, to satisfy his personal gain and to satisfy his cock. Then there’s Noylarlie, off partaking in war games. Kroshka had never felt so alone in her life. Enough of this negativity, she thought and forced her body to relax for a few minutes. Her pendant with the mysterious red gem on it began to glisten as it rested on the floor nearby, casting its dim red aura along the floors, walls, and ceiling.

      The bathing chamber vanished from Kroshka’s vision.

      Her body and mind were no longer in normal space and time.
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* * *

      Aether space

      Both Noylarlie and Kroshka’s minds were plunged deep into the realm of aether space far outside of normal space. Noylarlie saw nothing but white light as she felt the sensation of her body fall into what seemed like an endless void, an invisible force guided her to down toward a safe landing.

      When the descent ended, Noylarlie arose standing on a floating piece of land, hovering in what looked like a nebula of swirly purple and blue colored gasses. She saw other floating land masses ahead of her, below her and above her. Some were just as small as the one she stood on, while others were massive, large enough for a small city to be placed on them.

      “The Noylarlie wishes to step into our existence.” The voice echoed in Noylarlie’s head.

      “As does the Kroshka,” said a second voice.

      “Kroshka?” Noylarlie said, then turned around,

      The princess of the Hashmedai Empire stood wearing a white strapless skater dress, with a translucent cape attached to the back. Noylarlie quickly noticed she was wearing something similar, only it was black and leather, and her cybernetics were gone, yet she still felt the presence of her psionics powers.

      “What are you doing here?” Kroshka asked.

      “I was meditating, trying to see if I could reach someone out here,” Noylarlie said.

      “You’ve been to aether space as well?”

      “By accident.”

      “That last voice you heard was Emelia,” said Kroshka. “Her voice in the past always calmed me by reminding me of the importance of keeping your eyes to the stars, allowing your mind to merge with the universe itself.”

      Kroshka joined Noylarlie as she stared out into the void separating their floating isle from the rest of them. The last time Noylarlie was here, she was in an area full of water, where she encountered her mother. If Noylarlie was going to encounter someone to answer her questions it would be her mother, now if only she knew how to get to that ocean like area.

      “You said you had the gem since you were a child, right?” Noylarlie asked her.

      “Yes, as the years went on I learned how to come here. My mother Y’lin was not very successful, her mind is cloudy. The death of my father and now my brother creates too much chaos in her mind. She’ll never be able to enter.”

      “My mind isn’t all together these days, what makes me special?”

      “Your psionic upgrades, combined with the fact you are an Archmage perhaps,” Kroshka said. “Or perhaps you have a close attachment to someone here.”

      “My mother.”

      Noylarlie felt Kroshka’s hand wrap around hers. “Let us seek her out then.”

      Avian like wings sported out from Kroshka’s back, they dazzled and shimmered brightly much like her dress. Noylarlie’s response to the unexpected action caused her to jerk backwards and yell. “What the fuck!”

      “It’s not real,” Kroshka said. “But I find the presence of them helps me focus as we travel across.”

      Kroshka’s wings began to flap and she began to rise up above the floating isle, her hands pulling Noylarlie upwards with her. Noylarlie looked up, knowing what she was doing was scientifically impossible. Wings appearing out of nowhere on her back? And simply flapping them causing her to fly? But yet, it’s happening, and ahead of them, the island floated in this nebula like expanse. Noylarlie let go of her hand, and allowed her psionics to do the rest, making her body float with telekinesis.

      Kroshka’s flight led her past dozens of floating structures, many more than Noylarlie thought existed with her limited sight. A ribbon of amber gasses stretched upwards, Kroshka changed direction, following their path. Noylarlie kept up and saw a ball of bright light. It grew larger and more brilliant as they flew closer toward it, forcing Noylarlie to shield her eyes from its intensity as they ended up flying directly inside.

      The nebula was no more. Instead a blue sky with white clouds surrounded them. Below was another floating landmass with fresh green grass and large trees blowing in the wind. There were three other similar islands, some of them even had small rivers as their water contents poured off into the bottomless void below. In the middle of that spectacular view, was a fortress of some sort with a purple crystalline appearance. It was built by some kind of intelligence, judging by the balconies around the top layer, and some kind of entrance located in the central part of it.

      “What is this?” Noylarlie asked.

      “One of many places where the elder Lyonria exist,” said Kroshka. “The Amethyst Citadel.”

      “Lyonria?” It was a word she heard mentioned in the past, but couldn’t quite remember anything else.

      “I believe they are of the same species as Nivrui Aviuheart and Emelia.”

      “The goddesses,” Noylarlie mumbled to herself. If Nivrui Aviuheart and Emelia are of a certain species, then it’s safe to assume the Radiance gods are as well. “Kroshka you know what this means right?”

      “Mmm?”

      “This proves that the Radiance gods are aliens,” Noylarlie said. “It’s just they exist in a plane of existence that none of us from normal space fully understand. So, they called them gods and left it as that.” They landed on the floating mass below them, Noylarlie smiling as her eyes sized up the Amethyst Citadel. “How long have you known about all this?”

      “Aether space is large and not easy for me to enter,” said Kroshka. “I admit most of this was discovered after my return from Earth, I had much to think about after my brother’s death.” She then asked, “Would you like to enter the citadel?”

      “Seriously?” she asked.

      Kroshka’s wings began to move again, lifting her body into the air. Noylarlie once again followed behind her newly acquired tour guide into this strange realm. The flight from the island to the Amethyst Citadel took twenty minutes, long enough for Noylarlie to think about what she’d learned.

      The order thought they were getting their instructions from the true voice of the gods via some of those red gems. Instructions that her mother revealed were really the voice of the goddesses, goddesses who were Lyonrian. The Celestial Order was being controlled by an alien species for some reason. Hannah and the celestial ascension project, two parts to a puzzle but she couldn’t seem to find where to stick them. But, much like the Amethyst Citadel they were approaching, she was getting closer.

      They arrived at the top layer of the Amethyst Citadel. It was an opened atrium full of alien plant life, and a crystal-like walkway leading down into the central chambers of this alien built fort. As they came to land inside the atrium, Noylarlie could get a closer look at the people that walked around.

      Many of them sat, resting next to trees engaged in a social activity. The clothing they wore glowed in an assortment of colors ranging from purple, to red to orange. A smaller crowd walked toward a ramp leading to the lower levels. Several others stood wearing some form of armor which appeared as a web of blue lights covering the wearer. The armor-clad beings held onto long staff like objects that emitted ripples of purple plasma.

      “These are the Lyonria then?” Noylarlie asked Kroshka. She nodded in confirmation to her question. “They look like humans, or Linl.”

      “The Lyonria predates Linl and humans,” Kroshka said. “I am uncertain if they played a role in the evolution of those two races.”

      “So, there are three races that all look the same.”

      “It depends, lesser Lyonria have advanced genetic manipulation augmenting their bodies. They can change their appearance at any time.”

      “Lesser Lyonria,” Another name to keep track of, wonderful. “Where do they exist?”

      “I don’t know, I’ve only seen the elders here.”

      They walked toward a ramp leading downwards into a maze of narrow corridors, some of them leading into rooms with devices that she could only envision being a computer, all of them blocked by a force field. Not even her psionics could penetrate the barrier. Noylarlie hissed briefly, frustrated that they came all this way and there was no sign of her mother or any other connections to the order.

      Noylarlie extended her hand toward the entrance to another room, testing to see if a barrier protected it. It did. Kroshka’s hand held onto Noylarlie’s as she shook her head.

      Perhaps she knows something, Noylarlie thought. “So Kroshka, are you familiar with the term celestial accession?

      Before Kroshka could reply a blinding burst of light flashed. As it dissipated, Noylarlie found herself naked, staring up at the ceiling. She was back in Hasiv’s manor, still floating in the tub. The link between her mind and aether space was cut, quite possibly on purpose.

      “Fuck.”
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* * *

      Port Shala, Morutrin Prime, Morutrin System

      “Looks like we just missed them.”

      Parcisei’s searches throughout the city led them to a sparsely packed starport landing pad, sans the Dark Star. Danyal chuckled while he quickly checked on the status of the ad he posted on the knowledge network.

      No replies, figures. “Great,” he said to himself.

      A Linl maintenance worker for the landing pad walked past them. Parcisei’s gaze was fixed on him as he ran after him yelling “Hey there!” The worker stopped to face Parcisei. “Quick question. I’m looking for a ship, I need to know the direction it went after leaving orbit.”

      “That’s not exactly information I can easily get,” said the worker.

      Parcisei held his credit chit up so that the display of his account balance could be clearly read by the worker. “Are you sure about that?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 21

        

      

    

    
      Titan, Sol system

      Titan was home to the third colony founded by the UNE, the first two being Earth’s moon and Mars. Titan being the only moon in the solar system with an atmosphere and the only planetary body with rivers made it a top choice for explorers and the like to travel to due to its familiar landscape and overall uniqueness. Titan had one small city and half a dozen UNE bases throughout the moon all with a small detachment of marines and parked Solaris fighters, in case of a Hashmedai attack.

      A network of rapid transit trams built by Radiance connected the bases and a few small research and mining outposts to the main city. Only one base remained isolated from the city and the rest of the moon for that matter, the UNE black site. It was a small installation built at the top of a small mountain. The official response from the UNE was that it was an experimental weather monitoring station. In reality however, the black site was the prime location for all tests the UNE were making toward its unnamed human psionic program. A program with a questionable future after the Radiance withdrawal, since the UNE relied heavily on their knowledge of psionics and of how to build a facility able to turn potential candidates into psionics and studying how Ella Lynn mysteriously gained psionic powers seemingly overnight.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Titan orbit around Saturn, Sol system

      The ESV Winston Churchill entered orbit around Titan as the ESV Wilfrid Laurier, began to make preparations to enter sub light speeds and regroup with the main UNE fleet as ordered. On the flight deck, Gavin floated toward the lone transport that was prepped and ready to take the EDF team toward the UNE black site on Titan’s surface. He entered the transport with a smile aimed toward its pilot Ensign Lu

      “Chambers what are you doing here?” Lu asked him.

      “If it’s alright with you I’ll pilot the transport down.”

      “Oh?”

      “Dr. Lynn and I do go way back from our times at Alpha Centauri, just want to check in and see how she’s holding up.”

      “Whatever floats your boat,” Lu said, unbuckling his seat belt. “But if we run into trouble.”

      “I’ll haul my ass back up don’t you worry, besides I don’t plan on staying long.”

      Lu’s body floated upwards and he pulled himself out of the cockpit then out of the transport. Once he was clear, Gavin signaled to Chris and Sarah to enter. Both wore their EDF protect suits. They floated in as Gavin sat up front shutting the transport doors, and began a pre-flight launch test. He piloted the transport out and away from the Winston Churchill on a course toward Titan, with Saturn and its mighty rings behind them looking back.

      Then he waited.

      And waited.

      Michei teleported aboard as the transport glided closer toward Titan. “I don’t understand how you could walk into combat with these on?” Michei said staring at Chris and Sarah.

      Unbeknown to everyone else, they filed fake reports that Michei had teleported to the Wilfrid Laurier to be recalled along with the Wilfrid Laurier’s shipboard psionic. As far as the Winston Churchill’s crew was concerned he was gone and the teleport along with the sudden drop in psionic activity aboard the Winston Churchill was proof of that. They could search the ship up and down, there would be no signs of him. The Wilfrid Laurier would later argue once the Radiance transport arrived stating they never got him. Michei would be long gone by the time a detailed search begins, and given the current relationships between the UNE and Radiance, with the war going on with the Hashmedai, such a search might never happen.

      “So exactly what will happen if we get caught?” Sarah asked.

      “Caught doing what?” Chris said with a grin. “We’re just heading to Titan as planned.” He pointed to Michei. “Don’t know what the fuck he’s doing here.”

      All four personnel aboard the transport erupted with laugher.
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* * *

      UNE black site, Titan, Sol system

      The transport came to a landing on the one and only landing pad on top of the black site’s rooftops. Everyone placed their helmets back on as Gavin equipped his flight suit and helmet. The air on Titan wasn’t toxic per se, but the chilling minus two-hundred degree temperatures were quite deadly, even to a Hashmedai. Heat and protection from the cold air was needed more than anything as they stepped outside.

      Chris looked up into yellow horizon, and watched almost in a trance as Saturn took up nearly half of the skies. Below that, he saw the rocky surface of the moon and its hydrocarbon lakes, with lights from the main city in the distance. Like the base, the city wasn’t entirely enclosed in a dome, unlike the ones on Mars.

      Gravity on Titan was light, just like the moon around Earth. The four of them crawled out form the transport like the early Apollo astronauts landing on the moon, and walked across the landing pad, toward the airlock. Past the airlock was a small security check point that let them all pass without questions, especially Michei. The staff was expecting them all, including the now rogue Radiance psionic.

      It didn’t take long for them to arrive at Ella’s chamber, jail, prison whatever you want to call it as the black site was by no means a large piece of real-estate. Sliding doors led them into a small room with a computer terminal on the side, and a chamber that resembled a jail cell, complete with a force field keeping Ella inside of it. At least they gave her a comfortable bed to sleep on... and Rubik’s cubes, lots and lots of Rubik’s cubes scattered all over the floor.

      “A moment alone please?” Chris asked the guard and the scientist studying Ella.

      “Of course, sir.” They left.

      Ella paid no mind to them as she placed a completed Rubik’s cube that was hovering in front of her into a neat pile at the side of her cell. They all removed their helmets, unveiling their surprise to their long-lost comrade.

      A tiny smile formed on Ella’s face as she sat up and stepped closer to the force field keeping her in having realized who the four visitors were. “Michei, ya wanker,” she said in her charming Australian accent.

      “Nice to see you again too,” he said.

      Ella looked at Michei up and down. “Radiance isn’t supposed to be here anymore.”

      “And human psionics aren’t supposed to exist,” Michei said, taking a seat at the nearby computer station.

      “Yet here I am.”

      Given Ella’s close contact with the gem and that her mind swapped so frequently with a Hashmedai psionic named Avearan, many of the people studying her concluded that some of Avearan’s gifts somehow etched itself onto Ella’s brain, thus giving her psionic powers. Her imprisonment aboard the Winston Churchill, gave her a first-class ticket to the black site to be tested on further.

      “According to Michei’s reports you managed to retain knowledge from your Hashmedai host,” said Chris.

      “Amongst other things,” Ella said, snapping her fingers.

      The pile of neatly stacked Rubik’s cubes collapsed slowly thanks to the low gravity. Once they were all shattered across the floor, she snapped once more, and they rose back up and formed into the neat pile that was there seconds ago.

      Alright, that was cool. “Even language?” Chris asked.

      She uttered a word in Hashmedain.

      Chris pulled out a holo pad from his side storage slot, his fingers sifted through the files and stopped upon coming across data from the Uranus outpost. “This is the Taxahan dialect. We were hoping you could translate for us.”

      “Avearan’s knowledge of Taxahan was limited,” said Ella. “But yeah, some of those words are recognizable. I’ll need a few.”

      “That’s fine, I wanted to tour this place anyways,” Chris said, then patted Michei on the shoulder. “And make my promised delivery.”

      “Check out the psionic labs if you always wanted to know where most of UNE’s tax income has gone,” Ella said.

      Chris handed the pad to Sarah and exited along with Michei. They took a brief tour of the black site and its four floors. The last section of the site turned out to be the most interesting and as far as Chris was concerned the prime reason the place existed.

      They looked through a glass window and saw a chamber of some sorts, lab workers and construction workers were hard at work applying the finishing touches to some expensive looking equipment. A row of pods was lined up, they almost looked like cryostasis pods as they had a place for someone to lie down and rest. In the middle of the room was a cylindrical apparatus with white mist flowing away from it, at the base of it were several holographic screens and interfaces.

      “It looks exactly like a psionic creation center,” Michei said, after finishing his observation.

      “Creation, uh.”

      A woman wearing a long white lab coat and a turtle neck sweater underneath was inside the chamber. Her blonde hair was tied into a pony tail as she interfaced with the large holo pad she had in her hands, clearly overseeing the project. She turned around staring at Michei, and muttered some words to another worker then exited the chamber to meet them.

      “Miriam König I take it?” Michei asked her as approached.

      “That is correct,” she said in her German accent.

      “Staff Sergeant Chris Boyd, Extrasolar Defense Force,” he said, shaking her hand. “As promised here he is.”

      “And as promised,” she said, grinning at Michei. “Spend as much time as you need with Lynn.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “I’ll try and be quick with the translation, love,” Ella said to Sarah as she reviewed the data on the holo pad. “Knowing König, she’s gonna be asking y’all to leave so that she can continue with her tests.”

      “Take all the time you need, we cut a deal with her.”

      “Oh really?”

      “Plan was to talk with you for a bit, get what intel we needed then jet. But with the Radiance pull out, the work in this place hit a bit of a snag.”

      “Aye, I heard about it myself, with no Radiance psionics to help them get a better understanding on how the psionic brain works all their work shifted to me,” Ella looked up toward Sarah and Gavin. “So, what deal did you cut? ‘Cause last time I checked, I was their last hope for this project.”

      “Michei, he’s going to hide up here and help them out,” said Gavin. “In return, we get to spend more time with you, and if things get really bad, may have to draft you into psionic duties.”

      “Crikey! You can’t be serious?”

      “We’re not going to win this war without psionics,” Sarah said.

      “Things must be worse than I thought if command is pullin’ a stunt like this.”

      Sarah snickered. “Command doesn’t know of this, this was our call, our deal. Only the people down here in this base know of this. With that said, let’s keep this a secret.”

      “Sure, why not, this place is full of ‘em anyway,” Ella said.

      Sarah crossed her arms as she asked. “What kind of secrets?”

      Ella’s face twisted as she stood and stepped closer to the force field. Sarah and Gavin did the same, ready to take in what Ella was going to say.
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* * *

      “And there, that room,” said Michei, pointing to an adjacent chamber with rows of operating tables and construction equipment. “Look at all that. Are you setting up to make an operation room to install the cybernetic upgrades on psionics?”

      “I guess Radiance was planning to stay so long that they needed a place for future psionics to be trained,” said Chris.

      “This place was built to create an army of human psionics, not Radiance,” König revealed.

      “I get the need to look into human psionics now that Ella seems to have developed those skills but,” Chris paused as he considered his next words, “this place has clearly been around for a while. Ella’s powers weren’t discovered until recently, unless ya’ll been holding out on us.”

      “Well.” König flipped her fingers across her holo pad, “In the aftermath of the invasion of Earth, a lab of alien origin was discovered in Los Angeles.”

      “Really?”

      “It was run by several Linl who posed as humans prior to the war. As time went on it was discovered they conducted a lot of studies on many humans and our connection to psionics.” Both Chris and Michei remained silent as they both faced König in shock. “Amongst other things.”

      “I’ve heard about this lab,” Michei said. “It was run by the heretics.”

      “We took their equipment, translated their studies and used it as a basis to build what you now see before you.” König’s hand gestured toward the walls and ceilings. “Once the Radiance fleet arrived we proposed that they help us continue to build this place with the technology they had. We told them it was going to be used as a place for them to train new psionics, since it was clear at the time Radiance’s presence in the system was going to be long term with a chance of humanity joining the union.”

      “But in secret you took their tech and knowledge combined with what you found in the lab to build a psionic creation,” Chris said. “A training facility for humans only.”

      “Radiance had no idea.” She laughed. “The only thing that prevented us from pushing forward was the lack of a basis. The chambers you see work like the Radiance counterparts, they rewire the brain to allow for psionic thought process to exist. But it’s hard to program the computers to do that when you don’t know what a psionic mind is supposed to look like, especially a human one. Until now.”

      “Ella.”

      “Her discovery was nothing short of a miracle. With the studies we’ve conducted we are close to allowing human trial runs for the project. With any luck, we could be mass producing an army of human psionics soon. With Michei here, we’ll now have a basis for how to design the implants and implement basic training with his experience.”

      Chris grimaced while Michei’s body language became uncomfortable. The deal was for Michei to stay to help them better understand psionics, neither of them knew it was going to be in this manner.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Are you for fucking real?” Gavin roared to Ella.

      “Yep, this is why I’m not moping on the floor during my imprisonment here. Once König has what she needs from me, I’ll be free to go.” Sarah’s face grew slightly pale. “Something wrong?” Ella asked her.

      “A lab run by the order operating out of LA during the war,” Sarah muttered.

      “And before it, yeah,” said Ella.

      “Holy shit,” Sarah said then faced Gavin. “Chambers, remember Hendrix and Nelson?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Remember that story Chloe and I told you about? When we encountered a Linl trying to take us captive in a hotel in LA? Trying to force us into cryo pods?”

      “Don’t tell me there’s a connection,” Gavin said slowly.

      Ella pointed to a workstation behind them. “That computer in the corner has unrestricted access to this facilities database, including the LA lab source material.”

      They both sat down at the workstation in question. Ella was right. Sarah could gain access too. Her hands sifted through several holoscreens as she began to search for all the information pertaining to the LA order lab. After a five-minute search, a projection appeared. It contained close up security camera footage of two familiar people.

      “Oh my god,” Gavin said. “I know them.”

      “And I remember her,” Sarah said, then paused trying to remember the name of the Asian woman in one of the projections. “Dianna, right?”

      Gavin nodded, Dianna Lee, family friend, doctor at Cedar-Sinai and worked part time at some institute for special needs children. “Yeah, and this guy here.” Gavin pointed to an old man wearing a Cedar-Sinai doctor’s outfit. “That’s Dr. Jakins, he was examining Anna when she was pregnant.”

      “Looks like he was doing a shit load more than that,” Sarah said as she interacted with the wrist computer of her protect suit. “Fuck, I’m downloading this.”

      “I’m not sure that’s the best idea, love,” Ella bellowed toward them from her cell.

      “There are files here about Anna,” Gavin said while his face leant in closer to the projection. Red light beamed across his face as the projection’s window switched to another picture. “And that gem.”
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* * *

      “Oh, before I forget,” König said to Chris and Michei. “The pilot you came down here with? Chambers, Gavin Chambers correct?”

      “Yeah, that’s his name,” Chris said.

      König’s fingers swiped and tapped through several windows on her holo pad. A photo of Gavin’s deceased wife appeared. “Any relationship to Anna Chambers?”

      “Yeah. I remember him talking about her a lot, especially her death at Cedar-Sinai,” said Chris. “Why do you ask?”

      “Oh, no reason.”
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* * *

      Scathing Hand, on approach to Saturn, Sol system

      Two Hashmedain destroyers the Scathing Hand, Night Hunter and Shade Flare, a carrier flew toward Saturn at sub light speeds, more specifically its moon Titan upon realizing a lone human battleship remained in orbit for a while all alone in the night of space. Their target however, wasn’t the human ship, though it would pose an issue once they were detected. Their primary target was the small human settlement on the moon and the secret base on the surface.

      Captain T’esih used her hand to nudge away the drink floating next to her, an herbal nerve tonic. It was the same drink her mother would always prepare for her when she was a young child in preparation for her future role in life as an officer in the imperial navy. T’esih glimpsed at the forward windows of the bridge of the Scathing Hand while Saturn appeared as the dominant object in sight. A small yellow ball surrounded by enormous rings. “Are you sure this is it?” T’esih asked.

      “According to the data package we got from the scout ship, yes. That moon is the location,” said her communication officer, Delin.

      “Defenses?”

      “Two human attack ships are in the sector,” said the Scathing Hand’s shipboard psionic, Martop. “One seems to be leaving. On the surface, there are several planetary guns and fighter bays.” He opened his eyes having broken out of his ESP trance. “There is nothing else that I could detect.”

      T’esih floated back into her commander’s chair and strapped her seat belt on. “Let us strike,” she said enthusiastically while a hologram appeared in front of her, giving her a three-dimensional tactical layout of the area.

      “Captain. The admiral—”

      “Is not here to lead this campaign as he should be,” said T’esih. “I’m in command until then. If this facility remains active, think about what it could do to the war effort? Radiance has withdrawn their psionics so now is the time to strike while the human ships are partly blind!”

      T’esih changed the view of the hologram and it morphed into a top down view of Saturn, its moons, the human ships, and three large blue dots representing the Hashmedai ships in the sector. She knew the limitation of human ship scanners, as they were based on Radiance technology. As such they couldn’t see what was directly behind one of the moons, a perfect place to hide a carrier that didn’t have to be directly engaged in combat. “Bring us and the Night Hunter toward Titan. Have the Shade Flare hide and wait behind this moon over here.” She sent a holographic image of the moon of Rhea to Delin. “Power all plasma cannons and have the rest of the fleet stand guard at the wormhole.”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Titan orbit around Saturn, Sol system

      A proximity alarm began to beep in an annoying manner on the bridge. A sound Xavier feared hearing at time like this. His heart began to thump faster.

      “Captain, two Hashmedai ships bearing two one six point four,” said Yates.

      “Bloody hell, they’re back for more,” said Xavier. “Battle stations!” The proximity alert alarm turned into the blaring battle stations alarm and a call for the crew to return once again to battle stations. “How far out is the Wilfrid Laurier?” Xavier asked.

      “Fifteen light minutes, sir.”

      “Contact them.”

      “Aye sir.”

      Xavier quickly did the math in his head as to how long would it take for the Wilfrid Laurier to arrive since it traveled at half the speed of light like most ships. It would take fifteen minutes for the Wilfrid Laurier to receive their signal, but at that time, they would be twenty-two and a half light minutes away. Assuming they turned around and headed back to Titan, it would take them another forty-five minutes to arrive. A grand total of sixty minutes would have passed since they first called for help.

      This left Xavier with two choices. Flee, regroup with the Wilfrid Laurier then return to the battle. Or stand their ground and take on two Hashmedai destroyers for a time all while preventing them from turning the city below into a glassy crater.

      “Get a hold of command via the QEC, let them know of our situation,” Xavier said.

      “Yes, sir,” said Yates.

      “Helm bring us to a defensive stance by Titan.”

      “You got it, Captain,” Chavez said keying in the new location

      “If they plan to glass the moon they’ll have to deal with us first.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Scathing Hand, on approach to Saturn, Sol system

      “It would seem we got their attention,” said Martop.

      “Where is the Shade Flare?” T’esih asked.

      “Behind one of the moons on the far side as you requested,” said Martop. “The humans will not be able to direct it without psionics.”

      “Have you located where their fighter bases are on the surface?” A hologram appeared before her, displaying the answer to her question. “Have the Night Hunter target and destroy them when in range,” T’esih said. “Bring us to face the human ship.”
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Titan orbit around Saturn, Sol system

      “Anything?” Xavier asked.

      “Not that I can see, but the Hashmedai are still eight light minutes out,” Bryson said.

      “Maintain current position. Target the lead ship,” he said. “Are they any transports in the area?”

      “Sixteen smaller ships hauling mined goods and supplies.” Bryson checked her holoscreen. “All of them are changing course, they probably know what’s about to go down.”

      “Cheers, inform me when they are clear.” Xavier looked at the tactical information being projected to him from the central hologram. “I want to nuke these bastards out of these stars.”

      All potential collateral damage such as stray transport ships and haulers needed to be far away from the action zone. The blast radius of the warheads would vaporize those smaller ships with one burst. Hashmedai capital ships were going to need at least two-three nukes to take down.
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* * *

      UNE Black Site, Titan, Sol system

      Chris was surprised how well the staff at the black site co-operated with Michei’s proposal. Despite the six for a nine, Miriam König ensured that his identity would be hidden in exchange for his assistance in. Chris could tell that Michei was still upset about the whole situation. König more or less revealed that the foundation for the whole project was based on equipment and research conducted by the Celestial Order, thus making everything around Michei tainted by his heretics, sacrilegious.

      Chris’ headset beeped with an incoming transmission from orbit. “Winston Churchill to EDF lead be advised we have hostile forces approaching Titan. I say again, hostiles are approaching.”

      Shit, the Hashmedai didn’t waste any time. Chris thought as he opened a comm link to the rest of his team. “Chambers?”

      “I heard it, kinda wish I didn’t,” Gavin transmitted.

      Chris began to move back toward Ella’s cell while signaling to Michei to cut his chit chat with the black site’s staff short and follow him.

      “Is Ella finished?” Chris asked.

      “She’s still going at it,” Sarah transmitted. “And so are we.”

      “What?”

      “I’ll explain later.”

      “Chambers, take the transport back up, Winston Churchill is going to need you more than us, we’ll stay behind.”

      “Copy that,” Gavin said.

      “I take it we’re in for another rough ride?” Michei asked Chris.

      “You know it.”

      In addition to the fighter bases, Titan’s defense consisted of planetary guns, massive plasma cannons found inside the mountainous areas of the moon’s surface. These cannons were remote control operated and capable of acquiring a target in close orbit of the moon as it unleashed a nonstop salvo of plasma toward it.

      The planetary guns on the side of Titan facing the action had long awoken from their rocky sub terrain slumber, taking aim at the closest Hashmedai destroyer as it approached. Complex calculations were input to account for the time it would take for the plasma to reach space, the location of the Hashmedai ships, the speed it was traveling at and its expected location after taking into account the communication delay of the gun’s scanners, one point five seconds.

      And it was that delay that ultimately gave the Hashmedai a tiny advantage. The shipboard psionics aboard the Scathing Hand and Night Hunter instructed their respective ships to evade the mammoth sized green balls of energy being hurled at them from the surface. Only forty percent of the plasma fired from the planetary guns hit their targets, and those hits were just minor grazes.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Titan orbit around Saturn, Sol system

      “The destroyers are splitting up! One ship is heading toward Titan,” Matsushita said from his holographic console.

      The light from the central hologram painted Xavier’s face a mixture of blue, red, and yellow while his hands formed a tight hold around the side of the terminals console, slowly turning red. “Lock on and fire,” he said calmly.

      The shields of the Winston Churchill iris slightly to allow the first of many volleys of weapons discharge to race out into the battlefield. Rail guns roared creating red lines from its tracers heading directly toward the Night Hunter. Plasma missiles launched, generating streams of white mists in its wake. The Night Hunter’s shields flashed and rippled as the payload from the first barrage from the Winston Churchill hit.
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* * *

      Scathing Hand, Titan orbit around Saturn, Sol system

      “The human attack ship is firing on the Night Hunter! I recommend we remind them what happened two decades ago.” Martop said.

      “Tell them to maintain course,” T’esih said, her voice remaining calm. “Gunners, target and destroy the human ship.”

      Plasma crashed into the aft shields of the Winston Churchill, courtesy of the Scathing Hand. Paying no mind to it, Winston Churchill maintained its stance, and assaulted the Night Hunter as it slowly came to a stop to acquire its targets on the surface of Titan. Like the Winston Churchill harassing it from behind, it ignored them to carry out its orders of glassing the moon once in range.

      Multiple squadrons of Solaris fighters broke free from the light gravitation pull of Titan surface. Every fighter launched from Titan flew in V formations hoping to get a weapons lock before the glassing began. Between the Winston Churchill’s relentless attacks, the planetary guns and the fighters, the Night Hunter’s shields might just shatter before it could get a shot off.

      The thought forced T’esih to raise the volume of her voice as she bellowed to the weapons officers to maintain their firing on the Winston Churchill, hoping to peel the lone human ship from its target.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Titan orbit around Saturn, Sol system

      Xavier cursed upon carefully examining a projected simulation of the blast ratio of a nuclear warhead would be like if they were to launch one. A large red flashing sphere appeared in the holograms simulation, enveloping the Winston Churchill and its two Hashmedai destroyers and the first wave of Titan based Solaris fighters. Nukes were officially off the table until they could build a wider gap and have all the fighters cleared out of the area of action. Bollocks!

      A thunderous tremor shook the bridge. The plasma barrage was growing stronger. One irresponsible crewman forgot to store their holo pad, it was sent flying around the bridge in the weightless environment. Its smooth surface cracked upon hitting the ceiling, Xavier would have to have a sit down with him and remind him the second most important thing you must do before entering combat with no gravity.

      “Direct hit to our starboard shields,” Matsushita said.

      “Continue firing and move us in front of the ship targeting Titan!”

      Another blast hit them. It fried a few computers starting tiny fires.
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* * *

      UNE Black Site, Titan, Sol system

      “Michei, any idea what’s going on out there?” Chris asked as they entered Ella’s holding area. Michei paused while his mind entered into a deep ESP trance, scanning everything in orbit and beyond to the best of his skills.

      “The fighters here have launched, planetary guns aren’t doing much since the Hashmedai ship psionics can see the blast coming,” Michei said. “I sense two, no, three Hashmedai capital ships. One of them is hiding behind Rhea.”
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* * *

      Scathing Hand, Titan orbit around Saturn, Sol system

      “The humans are trying to use their ship as a shield,” Delin said.

      “Good,” T’esih said as new combat data populated her holographic screen. “Tell the Shade Flare they can start.”

      Out from the shadows of the Saturn moon Rhea, the Hashmedai carrier Shade Flare began to unload its fighters. They zipped around the moon then triggered the engines of their interceptors to ignite into a full burn. Green colored flares expelled from the interceptor’s rear exhaust, sending them plowing toward the surface of Titan.

      The final stage of T’esih’s cunning plan was set in motion. Soon the crew of all three Hashmedai ships would experience why she should have been made admiral over Yominv. An admiral who unlike him would never leave the theater of war to meander around and waste valuable time at Taxah.
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* * *

      UNE Black Site, Titan, Sol system

      Michei`s eyes opened, his cat like ears twitching and his tail on edge and trembling. Distressed Rabuabin body language at work, Chris braced himself for more unwelcome news from the psionic.

      “It’s launching fighters. It’s a carrier, the same one from before!” Michei said finally.

      Chris tapped his comm headset and spoke frantically. “This is EDF lead to Winston Churchill! You have Hashmedai interceptors inbound from Rhea!”
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* * *

      Scathing Hand, Titan orbit around Saturn, Sol system

      T’esih’s subtle laughter echoed throughout the bridge as she watched everything unfold. The humans, according to Martop’s ESP, launched every single fighter they had on the surface of Titan. Winston Churchill couldn’t fire its nukes not while it was focusing their efforts on the Night Hunter, which wasn’t the real threat to the moon at all. The incoming interceptors had more than enough fire power to lay waste to what little the humans had on the surface.

      “One minute until the human ship is expected to scan the interceptors,” Martop said.

      “It will be too late by then, have the interceptors focus on the surface as per my previous instructions. Have us and Night Hunter come about to deal with the human ship.”

      “I recommend we keep our distance, the further away we are, the longer it will take for the humans to figure out our next move.”

      “The further away we are the more likely they would use atomic weapons,” T’esih said. “Close quarters combat tactics is the key to our victory.”
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Titan orbit around Saturn, Sol system

      “Any sign of those fighters?” Xavier asked.

      Matsushita eyed his holo screen up and down, then nodded and said, “Negative, Captain.”

      Incoming enemy fighters that can’t be seen due to communications delay, not a good position to be in. There was no telling where they would be heading. The Winston Churchill? The Titan fighters? The surface? He resisted for a good while over launching the Gladius squadron, the main argument at the time was to clear the battlefield of friendly forces to use nukes. Sure, nukes hadn’t been an option for the last few minutes, but a part of him still wanted to hold on to that ace up his sleeve, a part of him hoped that there would be a chance to put some distance between them and the two alien ships. Reality check, even with the fighters from the surface, they were still outnumbered, Gladius would at least make them, less outnumbered.

      “Have Gladius launch and take a defensive stance around us,” Xavier said reluctantly. “How long until Titan’s fighters arrive?”

      “Thirty seconds, give or take, sir,” Matsushita said. “Looks like they’re going to attack the Hashmedai capital ships.”
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* * *

      Hyperion Squadron, Titan orbit around Saturn, Sol system

      Colonel Meifeng “Red Louts” Lin received the final confirmation from the Hyperion Squadron wing leaders as her Solaris fighter along with the rest closed in toward the Night Hunter, the Hashmedai destroyer with its glowing forward plasma cannons ready to glass the moon.

      Her targeting scanner locked onto the massive ship, and eagerly waited for those final seconds to pass so that she would officially be in weapons range. Her Solaris fighter along with the rest from Titan was outfitted with plasma cannons as opposed to rail guns more typically seen. It resulted in them having more fire power at the expense of shield strength. But given the number of fighters she had on her side, combined with the fact that they were up against two destroyers and nothing more, maximum shield strength was not necessary. One direct shot from a destroyer’s plasma cannon would vaporize a fighter even with max shields. The smaller weaponry from a Hashmedai destroyer could be evaded with ease as long as you weren’t stupid enough to get too close.

      While Hashmedai interceptors weren’t in play, they were safe.

      “Squadrons one through four, break and attack the destroyer attacking the Winston Churchill,” Red Louts said. “Five through niner, break and attack the closest destroyer to us.”

      All nine squadrons of fighters carried out their leader’s orders. Forty-eight fighters armed with plasma cannons ignited a full burn toward the Scathing Hand while the remaining sixty swarmed the Night Hunter like angry wasps.

      Adding to the chaos, Winston Churchill launched ten of its fighters only and they didn’t jump into the fire fight. They were on a patrol, looking for someone, or something.

      “This is Winston Churchill to Hyperion Squadron, be advised we have reports of Hashmedai interceptors coming into the AO.”

      “Say again, Winston Churchill,” Red Louts transmitted back, hoping she misheard the transmission. Enemy fighters would force her to change tactics right away.

      “Hashmedai interceptors are inbound, watch your flanks.”

      “Shit!” she shouted as she pulled up and away from her assault on the destroyer. She turned her fighter toward the Gladius squadron, there was nothing to be seen.

      Just then an uncountable number of Hashmedai interceptors decelerated from a sub light burn and swooped down from the dark abyss at high speeds, ignoring everything, except the surface of Titan.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Titan orbit around Saturn, Sol system

      “Contact with interceptors,” EVE said.

      Xavier grimaced while EVE updated the central hologram with new and more reliable battle data. “Ready anti fighter rail guns.”

      “The interceptors are not targeting us, Captain,” said EVE. “They are bombing the surface.”

      Two back to back explosions caused every section of the Winston Churchill to rumble. Xavier’s magnetic boots held him in place as he shouted. “Move to intercept!”

      “Trying sir!” Chavez shouted out the sound of exploding computers. “Those two destroyers are focusing on us now!”

      The Night Hunter was no longer interested in targeting Titan. The Winston Churchill became its new focus. It wasn’t a hard task since the Winston Churchill moved itself in front of it. The Scathing Hand powered its engines and entered a circular assault along with the Night Hunter. The twin Hashmedai destroyers began to circle the Winston Churchill like starving vultures as they took turns blasting away it’s shields with every shot of hot plasma.
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* * *

      Scathing Hand, Titan orbit around Saturn, Sol system

      “The humans are trying to move.”

      “Keep with them,” T’esih ordered. “Do everything you can to keep them boxed in. Inform the Night Hunter to do the same! Let the fighters handle the surface.” She grinned knowing that her plan had worked, and that all the fighters from Titan were in orbit. It would take some time for them to double back and return to the surface to deal with the interceptors. “This will be another glorious victory for the empire!”
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* * *

      UNE Black Site exterior, Titan, Sol system

      Gavin entered the transport they came down in, powering up its engines. He took two deep breaths as he saw green bolts of plasma rain down from the hazy yellow skies of Titan, then later Hashmedai interceptors. He piloted the transport off the landing pad of the black site and took to the skies. He double checked to ensure the shields of the craft were at max.

      “Boyd, you seeing this shit?” Gavin said transmitting to Chris.

      “Yeah. You might want to consider returning.”

      “Fuck that, I got this,” Gavin said pulling the transport up. “I got to get back to my fighter.”

      Another swarm of interceptors swooped down behind him. They weren’t interested in bombing the surface. Multiple lock on warning alarms blared from the transport’s computers prompting Gavin to make one of two choices, make a run for it back to the black site, or take evasive action.
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* * *

      UNE Black Site, Titan, Sol system

      Several UNE personnel and workers wearing lab coats surged around the main command center of the black site. Half a dozen holo screens transmitted live footage of the carnage going on outside as the Hashmedai continued its bombing of the city and the military installations. It was a sight Chris was hoping he wouldn’t have to see as he entered to join them.

      “Any word from the local forces?” Chris asked.

      “None, those fighters knew exactly what areas to hit,” a trembling communication officer reported. “Communication towers, fighter bases, and the barracks.”

      “How about civilian areas?

      “Safe for now, evacuations have started though I don’t know where they are going to go.”

      “Bad time to be asking, but who exactly is in command here?”

      Miriam König faced Chris and boldly said. “I am.”

      Chris shook his head toward her lab coat. “I mean, for defense.” He corrected himself.

      “This isn’t exactly a military base,” she said. “Those security personnel are all we got if things get nasty.”

      “All right, I’m taking command,” Chris said. König crossed her arms in disapproval. “In regard to protection, you can keep working on your science project.”

      He began to consider his options, and review what he had to work with. The black site didn’t have much of a defense force and the computer screen he loaded listing all personnel assigned to it confirmed that. Just a small handful of UNE personnel trained to use rifles and pistols. As it stood, him, Sarah, and Michei were the only ones that could stand a chance. His thoughts were interrupted as his feet felt the sudden shallow vibration of the ground moving.

      “They’re getting closer,” he whispered to himself, then used his headset to speak with Sarah. “Anything on the translation?”

      Sarah transmitted back. “According to Lynn, it was a message stating that the Radiance fleet was destroyed and that Earth only had a few ships to defend ourselves.”

      Chris heard Ella shout something to Sarah, sounded like she had something more to say. Ella’s Australian accent was heard seconds later. “There’s one last part I’m not sure of. It’s something important to them at least. Eight something or the other is all I can gather. It’s some kind of weapon they plan to use, and a list of coordinates.”

      “Coordinates? To where?”

      “The fuck if I know mate, I need more time.”

      He cut the communication link, and tried to reestablish one with Winston Churchill. “Winston Churchill, this is EDF lead.” Static was all he got in response. “Winston Churchill this is EDF lead come in!” More static irritated his ear drums. He switched links to communicate with Michei. “What do you got man? I can’t reach the Winston Churchill.”

      After a brief pause, Michei said with the results to his ESP scan. “Winston Churchill is still there, but not doing well. And Chamber’s transport...”

      Gavin? Jesus Christ. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s on fire. It never made it into orbit.”

      “Ah, fuck!” Chris shouted as his fist smashed into the wall, the load whoop sound caused everyone in the command center to look away from their terminals and toward him.
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* * *

      Gladius squadron, Titan orbit, Sol system

      Aura smiled upon hearing Red Lotus’ voice speak over the radio. All these years and she still remained on station at Titan. “Red Lotus, is that really you?”

      “Aura.” Red Lotus said over the radio. “Figured you’d be protecting Geneva.”

      “A lot has changed.”

      Aura saw flashes of green light from the interceptors and Hyperion squadron fighters discharge. Complex maneuvers from both sides followed, allowing them to avoid sudden death. In the end, however, the swarms of Hashmedai interceptors continued to push down toward the yellow moon below them, the fighters from Hyperion squadron were playing it safe, the downside of using a plasma cannon.

      “We can speak of it later,” said Red Lotus finally as her fighter leveled off from the exchange. “Right now, my forces are at a disadvantage, we’re using plasma cannons”

      “And have weak shields as a result,” Aura said. “Gladius form up with me and assume a defense stance, protect the Hyperion fighters at all costs.”

      “This is Hyperion lead,” Red Lotus said. “All fighters return to the surface and protect the city.”

      The fighters from Gladius formed the tip of a spear that traveled down toward Titan while Hyperion squadron’s fighters flew behind. Ten fighters to draw enemy weapons fire away from the city and the paper-thin fighters behind to make the kills needed win this battle.

      No pressure.

      Gavin where the hell are you...
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* * *

      Scathing Hand, Titan orbit around Saturn, Sol system

      “Captain, my mind just detected a faint pulse of a psionic scan,” Martop said after leaving his psionic trance.

      T’esih’s face grimaced. “I thought all Radiance members left?”

      “It’s coming from the surface.” He closed his eyes, while his mind began to probe the sector. “Here.” He conjured a hologram displaying a map of the surface of Titan. His finger extended out toward a base nuzzled into a small mountainous range.

      T’esih’s hands input a command on the terminal mounted to her commander’s chair, a copy of Martop’s holographic map of Titan loaded before her sights. “How many?” she asked him after gazing at the data.

      “I can feel two minds, one of them very weak.” Martop’s eyes opened wide as did his mouth, in surprise. “One of them is human.”

      “Interesting,” T’esih said, waving the hologram away from her face. “Prepare a ground assault team and have the interceptors withdraw from bombing that location.”
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      Derkurio spaceport, Derkurio, Morutrin system

      Derkurio was one of the inner planets of the Morutrin system, rocky but largely uninhabitable world due to its extreme heat more so than Morutrin Prime, its toxic air and solar radiation. Most of the cities were built underground by the old Linl government and took advantage mining the large deposits of metals there. Derkurio in the coming years became one of the primary spots for natural resources in the system then later a prime spot for archeological research when ruins of the Lyonria were discovered, one of many ruins within the system.

      Today the planet had become a hot spot of unlawful activity since what remained of the old Linl government fell apart and retreated to Morutrin Prime thanks to years of fighting for control of it by the Hashmedai Empire and Radiance Union. Those stuck living on Derkurio as a result had to rely on making up their own rules in order to survive as pirates, salvagers and raiders started to make their presence known heavily as the years went by.

      Derkurio spaceport was located at the southern pole of the white rocky planet. A haggard station surrounded by five landing pads with tube shaped airlocks that would reach out and latch on to idle ships as they unloaded cargo, travelers and wanted criminals fleeing from the trouble they caused on Morutrin Prime. And on that day, the location of the user who posted an ad on the knowledge network requesting information about a human woman.

      Kasidey double checked the ad she found on the knowledge network. This is it, Hanna better be right, she thought. The buyer she contacted agreed to meet her here to make the exchange. Her body shifted to assume the form of Chidorli once again as she grabbed onto the data pad she found on the derelict ship from.

      Her teleport down to the outpost below was quick, certainly faster than most psionics, even the ones with the best cybernetic upgrades. The gem and its gifts were rewarding her well. She walked past a small group of people, going about their business at this semi active outpost. Her contact, a human-Hashmedai hybrid, sat on a bench staring off into the rocky landscape in front of him though the large window.

      She came to sit next to him on the bench discreetly, as if she was just a random Hashmedai psionic sitting down minding her own business. “Danyal I presume?” she asked him.

      “Who wants to know?” he said keeping his face forward.

      “My credit chit does.”

      He looked at her, gently stroking his goatee in the process. “You must be Chidorli?”

      She nodded and he removed his credit chit from his pocket. She did the same and the two chits came close together. A beep sounded, credits were deposited into Kasidey’s account then she handed him the data pad. “Skim through the contents if you don’t believe me,” she said to him. “But everything you wanted to know about Rana Farhadi is in there.”

      “Thanks, I was starting to lose hope.” He stood after securing the pad inside his coat pocket.

      “There’s a tavern on the other side of the station,” she said. “You should sit down there and read it, have a few drinks. The pirates that hang out there are an interesting bunch.”

      The stage was set.
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* * *

      The crew of the Dark Star waited at a small tavern in Derkurio spaceport for their ship to be refueled with helium-3, the cheapest place to refuel in the inner worlds of the Morutrin system. Phylarlie and Avearan sat together at one end of the tavern while the crew of the Dark Star apart from Bira, demanded more drinks from the bartender, a rugged looking Linl with scars across his face. The same words could be used to describe the interior of the tavern as well. Rugged, carrying the scars of several bar fights since the downfall of the old Linl government.

      “So, run that by me again,” Phylarlie asked Avearan as she scratched an itch on the side of her slave collar. “The raid we are going to go on.”

      “Linl exploration teams from centuries ago were lost in the area,” she said. “They left behind some valuable equipment and maybe some artifacts that were never collected.”

      “And all these years nobody found it?”

      “There was a quake in the area that buried the Linl ship,” Avearan said. “The team that went in to rescue them were killed. Now that I think about it, they probably left behind some loot as well. In any case fighting over the system broke out when the empire tried to lay claim to it. The dig site ended up being forgotten.” Phylarlie nodded then went to finish her drink. “Try not to drink too much.”

      “Why? Everyone else is.”

      “Everyone else is going to sit back while we take point in the raid.”

      Phylarlie winced at the thought. She and Avearan would be living up to the names of their collars according to that statement. “Exactly what will we be doing?”

      “Grabbing anything of value, technology from the old Linl republic is still quite advanced. People are willing to kill to get their hands on it, thus making our line of work a dangerous one, including other salvagers. We got to stick with our ships and crew. There are no friends outside of your own crew in most cases.”

      “Most?”

      “There are a few ships that team up with each other, but it’s rare for that to happen. And those groups usually operate in the more dangerous parts to this system like here. Good salvage but greater risks of running into pirates, hence the need to form small alliances.”

      Four men of the Aryile race entered the tavern. They all wore light combat armor, an older model by the looks, ones that couldn’t generate personal shields. Pistols were holstered to their sides, one them wore a necklace made of Rabuabin horns and Hashmedai fangs.

      “Speaking of pirates,” Avearan said while the four men started to make lots of rowdy noises. Some of the pirates began aiming their fingers toward the Dark Star’s crew with murderous eyes while taunting them.

      “Ha!” one of the pirates shouted. “Who let these Coa’kahis in here?”

      “Those are some strong words for a crew without a psionic,” Trin said, turning away from his drink to address the pirate.

      “Says the captain of the all psionic crewed ship who wasn’t brought in anything of value over the last four months!” the pirate said.

      Trin’s hand stretched backwards to grab and take another sip of his drink. With a sarcastic smirk, he said. “I’m sure you know all about that.”

      “Yes, every time we board your pathetic ship,” said the pirate. “Next time I find it I’m taking your women as play things, and you for my engineer. He fancies lanky men like you.”

      Phylarlie’s first instinctive response was to take her daggers and enter stealth. Then she remembered none of that was an option. It was an unsettling feeling especially when two of the pirates looked right at her and Avearan, and made strange sexual gestures with their hips toward them.

      “That a threat?” Trin asked.

      “A promise,” the pirate said, leaning his face a whole inch away from Trin’s. “Keep looking at me like that and I’ll just go ahead and do it now.”

      Phylarlie saw the exact moment when Trin lost his cool. Right about the time he used his mind to shatter the bottle he was drinking from and force the shards to orbit around the pirate’s neck. The rest of the pirates drew out their pistols from their holsters as a gesture of hello. Phylarlie pushed Avearan over in response and they took cover on the side of the bar. It was the best idea she could think of, hiding, Phylarlie never realized how reliant she had become on her cloak until this incident. Running to a fight head on without the element of surprise wasn’t her expertise.

      “Hey, take it outside!” said the bartender.

      Trin grinned. “Whatever you say pal.”

      Phylarlie peeked up and saw Trin use a telekinetic push to fling the pirate outside into the main halls. Trin then vanished as his jump ports carried him outside to carry out exactly what the bartender requested. Tables, chairs, and shards of glass were hurled toward the remaining pirates while the Dark Star’s crew used their thoughts to partake in the brawl. The pirates retaliated with gun fire that hit their psionic shields, shields that were quickly failing, alcohol and psionics don’t work well in combat situations.

      “This a common thing?” Phylarlie asked Avearan.

      “This is how we say hello to each out in these parts.” She lifted her head to watch the fight along with Phylarlie. “Trin and the rest won’t last long. All that drinking is affecting their powers.”

      “Then there’s us with our powers suppressed,” Phylarlie said. “Trin must be regretting having us fitted with these collars right about now.

      The gun fire and drunken psionic fighting flooded into the outside halls. Phylarlie started to wonder how much longer the Dark Star crew could hold their ground, their balance awful, some of them even resorted to hand to hand combat, meaning they’d given up on psionics. Meanwhile the sober pirates kept on shooting. None of the bullets were being stopped by a barrier or telekinesis. Someone was going to die.

      Avearan yelped loud, Phylarlie felt her body move away, rather was pulled way. Turning around she saw one of the pirates grab her by the hair from behind and pull her toward him. “You thought you can hide?” a pirate said while cupping Avearan’s breasts.

      “Let go of her,” Phylarlie said sharply.

      “I don’t like blue skin girls, so consider this your lucky day.”

      Phylarlie rose in defiance to fight him. The pirate responded by releasing his grip on Avearan’s chest and pulling out his side arm. Phylarlie swiftly reminded the pirate she was a trained assassin by disarming him with the incredible speed of her Hashmedai hands, then putting two bullets through his forehead sending two jets of blood splashing out from the back of his head as he fell over.

      Phylarlie aimed her newly acquired weapon toward the outside hall where she saw through the taverns windows, the three remaining pirates in cover. Her pistol produced a storm of bullets seconds later. One pirate waddled from left to right as a stray shot from Phylarlie’s pistol hit him in jugular, a red river dripped away from the hand that held onto his throat. A critical wound that turned into a fatal one when Phylarlie put three more bullets into his head as she stepped out into the halls, she had no patience in the matter.

      Wyngard and Garif from the Dark Star lay on the floor, bleeding. Breathing yes, but badly shot up. Trin was in better shape holding onto a bloody gash on his arm. “We got to get them to a hospital,” Phylarlie said, lowering her pistol.

      “There aren’t any in these parts,” said Trin.

      “What about your ship?”

      “There’s an infirmary, but we haven’t had a doctor in months.”

      Trin knelt to catch his breath and nurse his wounded body while Avearan stepped outside to join them and look at the mess they now had to deal with. “He put our doctor out the airlock,” Avearan said with a smug smile.

      “He complained too much about his credits,” Trin said to Avearan.

      Part of Phylarlie wanted to let them all die on the streets. After all, they took her captive, placed this slave collar on her that did nothing but suppress her psionics and reminded her about the time she was sent to the psionic training facility, and it was those painful memories that made her feel sorry for them, for they were all fellow Hashmedai psionics who all went through the same experience as her. Worse in fact. At least Phylarlie got shipped out to the Assassin Guild after her first year. Trin, Wyngard, Garif, and Avearan, they were all forced to spend the full five years, only to be forced into a line of psionic work within the empire.

      “Let’s get them back to your ship,” Phylarlie said. For she knew if she had any chance of ever getting her equipment back and the collar removed, she had to become a team player, and work hard to save the lives of the two on the ground.
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* * *

      Dark Star docked at Derkurio spaceport, Derkurio, Morutrin system

      Phylarlie wiped away the smeared blood that dripped all over her body as she and Avearan carried both Wyngard and Garif onto surgical beds within the infirmary. Bira rushed in, visually shaken after seeing that her mate Wyngard was among the critically wounded. Something Phylarlie was surprised Avearan wasn’t doing, after all Garif was her mate, and if they couldn’t figure out how to save them from dying on the table, ‘was’ would be an accurate description.

      Trin used his psionics to place tiny barriers around their wounds to slow the bleeding. But it wasn’t reliable. He was still intoxicated and the barriers periodically flicked on and off as he struggled to keep them active. Avearan ripped one of the med kits off the wall, while Phylarlie checked their vital signs admiring the irony of the situation.

      “Starting to lose them,” Phylarlie said after taking Garif’s faint pulse.

      “I can’t keep these healing barriers up,” said Trin. “They're going to lose a lot of blood soon.”

      “Doing what I can with this,” said Phylarlie as Avearan handed her a handheld flesh regenerator. “I’m an assassin not a doctor, my job is to take lives not save them.”

      Phylarlie looked at the flashing lights of the flesh regenerator, trying to figure out which side was the end to point toward the wound. She heard droplets of blood slowly splat on the floor. If they couldn’t get these two stabilized they’d have to toss them in cryostasis until a doctor could be found, all while hoping the initial shock of being revived from cryo wouldn’t trigger a heart attack in their fragile state.

      “Give me the gem,” Avearan said to Trin.

      “What for?”

      “So, you can get your doctor.”

      “What?”

      Ella. Phylarlie thought to herself. She plans to swap her mind with that human. “The gem, it allowed her to swap her mind with a human who happened to be a doctor,” said Phylarlie.

      “I don’t have all of her memories regarding medical knowledge,” said Avearan “But if I can link with her, I can get them, better yet she’ll be in my body, and she can save them.”

      “Sounds like besioc shit,” Trin muttered.

      “If you have a better idea I’m all for it.”

      Trin stood his ground, refusing to give in while Phylarlie struggled to understand how the medical tools she had in her hands worked.

      “I’m getting the gem,” Bira said running away down the halls.

      “Bira!” Trin called out to her angrily.

      Bira returned a minute later with the gem clasped in her hands offering it to Avearan, the only person who could save the life of her mate. Trin continued to object to the matter with his eyes as he gawked at both Avearan and Bira with fury while Avearan held the gem and attempted to connect her thoughts with it.

      Nothing happened.

      “The collar,” Avearan said. “It must be blocking me.”

      “No, it stays on,” said Trin firmly.

      “Fine,” Avearan said offering the gem back. “In that case, I don’t need this anymore. They will all die thanks to you.”

      “Trin,” Bira said, pleading to her captain.

      Trin looked at Phylarlie hoping that she would have positive news to give. But there was nothing, Phylarlie’s actions didn’t produce worthwhile results, the bleeding continued, and Trin’s barriers dissipated. The facial expression Phylarlie projected toward Trin communicated all that and more. He hissed through his fangs.

      “You, you are all stressing me out!” Trin roared. “I should put every one of you out the airlock!”

      “Is that going to be your solution to everything?” Bira said to him.

      Trin said, “Bira, I would never have expected this from you.”

      “Captain.” It was Wyngard, his weakened voice and lack of strength managed one last sentence before passing out. “Just do what she requested.”

      Trin stared at his wounded second in command, shaking his head. “Not you too.”

      Phylarlie dropped the medical equipment and started preparing to move their bodies into the cryo chamber. Trin’s pride was going to get these people killed and continued inaction was going to help in that matter. Trin’s hand dropped onto Phylarlie’s hand firmly holding onto it, they made eye contact while he shook his head. Trin wanted Phylarlie to continue. This man is fucking stupid.

      Bira ran off again into the halls as Phylarlie began to hiss at him and say. “If they all die, have fun trying to put all three of us out into space.”

      “I’m still the psionic, I got an advantage,” Trin said.

      “Not a very strong one from what I saw,” Phylarlie said, her voice now louder than his. “I’m sure Bira could take you and she doesn’t have the upgrades!”

      They entered a heated shouting match so loud neither of them fully understood what they were saying or hearing. Only the finger pointing and random hisses at each other were the signs that they were in a direct disagreement and far too distracted to see Bira secretly return with a remote control capable of deactivating the slave collars.
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* * *

      UNE Black Site, Titan, Sol system

      An out of body experience of flying through space at impossible speeds. It was a feeling Avearan nearly forgot about over the last two months, the feeling of her thoughts being ejected from her body and blasted twelve light years across the cosmos in a matter of seconds falling into the body of Ella while her mind did the same, falling into Avearan’s.

      Avearan in control of Ella’s body pushed herself off the floor where she had fallen. The gravity here was light and from a moon of some sort. She began to access Ella’s recent memories namely where she was right then. Right, Titan, a moon orbiting Saturn, which explains the low gravity. Michei and Sarah looked at her with concern and wonder as Avearan smiled at them.

      “Michei,” Avearan said in her Russian sounding Hashmedai accent. “It’s good to see you again comrade.”

      Michei frowned. “Avearan?”

      More of Ella memories from the last two months came through, including the discovery of her psionic powers. As a test, Avearan picked up five nearby Rubik’s cubes with her mind, forcing them to orbit around her hands. “I see Ella has become a psionic.”

      “She’s still learning how to control her powers,” Michei said.

      “I learnt that years ago.”

      “Then maybe you can help us out,” Sarah said with a cocked eye then tapped her communication headset to speak with someone named Sergeant Boyd.

      I really wish you didn’t do that, Ella’s thoughts echoed.

      I have a medical situation, I really need your expertise here. Avearan’s mind echoed back.

      You don’t understand, I don’t have my gem. We can’t switch back.

      Avearan sighed as those memories were found. Chloe took the gem away from her, and went missing hours later. Great.
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* * *

      Dark Star docked at Derkurio spaceport, Derkurio, Morutrin system

      Ella saw enough in Avearan’s memories to understand what had happened to the two bodies bleeding to death on the medical beds went through, and why they summoned her here. In control of Avearan’s body she gathered all the scattered medical equipment and utilized her limited knowledge of the Hashmedai anatomy.

      “Unless you’re going to be my nurse, I suggest you move aside mate,” she said to Trin. Everyone except Phylarlie seemed to be surprised at her Australian accent.
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* * *

      Thirty minutes had passed since the operation. Ella had stabilized their condition for the time being, more work needed to be done, but at least they could be preserved in cryostasis and be revived with minimal issues. To Trin it was bad news, which made Phylarlie wonder what kind of captain he was as he was acting no better than the way the empire treated psionics. And as she recalled, the Hashmedai psionics out there were on the run from the empire to live a free life. One would think they would treat their own kind better than this all things considered.

      Phylarlie entered the cockpit where she found Trin slumped over on the floor with a bottle of booze in his hands. Her intention was to display a show of no hard feelings now that the slave collar was removed. “The humans have a saying,” she said, walking toward him. “Penny for your thoughts?”

      “I have the worst luck in the galaxy right now.”

      “I’m sorry about what happened to your crew, I know that you needed them to get work done.”

      “There’s more to it than that,” he said. “If we’re not getting jumped at bars, then we’re getting attacked by pirates looking to take our loot. We can’t forge alliances with other salvager ships. We’re the only all psionic crew which made a lot of them jealous with the huge advantage we have. Even then they would split this whole crew up amongst their ships. We would become tools in their eyes, not a ship lending help. I’m sick of this life.”

      Yet you do the same thing to your own crew. “I suppose going back to the empire is out of the question as well, it would just be the same thing in your eyes. Living tools to carry out the empress’ will.”

      “We are all known in the empire and wanted.” He put the mouth of the bottle toward his lips, taking in a massive gulp. Half his drink ended up spilling down from his lips all over his cybernetically enhanced bare chest. “Going back means facing execution. All because we wanted to live the life we wanted.”

      “This?” She aimed her finger toward the interior of the ship. “Is this what you really wanted?”

      “Of course not, but I have no choice! As I said we are all known. We must keep together and mobile, or risk assassins coming for us. Plus, the empire still has a small presence here. The crews aboard those ships wouldn’t hesitate to launch a kidnapping if they knew they could get away with it and knew exactly where we were living.”

      “He’s forgetting the most important detail of all,” Ella said, walking in on them. “Trin you have a son, right?”

      “I’m done talking,” he said. “I’m finished, I could care less if you all ran away, might be best at this point.”

      Phylarlie and Ella left him to drink his ego away while Bira invited them to eat in the mess. The food had gone cold. It had been prepared, then left out when they returned with the injured not long ago. “I haven’t seen any kids aboard,” Phylarlie said, taking a seat.

      “His son is back in the empire,” Bira said.

      “He’d be a psionic just like his father. If the empire knows about Trin they probably know about his son unless he has him hidden,” Phylarlie said.

      “He does for now. Trin uses his cut of credits to pay some cargo hauler to use their standing in the empire to keep his kid hidden away,” Bira said. “He doesn’t want him aboard. Life as a salvager isn’t that great as you probably figured out.”

      “There was a reason why Avearan wanted out,” Ella said.

      “Trin went through some rough times at the psionic training facility,” Bira said. “Some members of the faculty there turned him into a plaything during the nights.”

      “Pretty sure we all had to go through that,” Phylarlie said quietly.

      “Not me,” said Bira. “But that’s exactly why I’m out here, to avoid that.”

      “Avearan has terrifying memories of Abraxin coming into her room at night,” said Ella.

      “Abraxin?” Phylarlie said, remembering the unwanted thrusting he forced upon her. “Yeah, he caught me off guard several times, apparently, he did some things to my mother as well, and I’m going to assume my sister seeing how she killed him.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah he was finally caught and the empress gave his life to her.”

      “I’ll let Avearan know, she’ll be quite delighted at the news,” Ella said. “Your sister, eh? That was the reason you came aboard, right?”

      “Avearan had information about her recent location,” Phylarlie said.

      “I have access to all of Avearan’s memories you know.”

      A smile grew on Phylarlie’s face, progress at last. “Tell me what you know.”

      After their meals, Phylarlie and Ella sat together in the small cramped room Phylarlie was forced to share with Avearan. Ella went through Avearan’s memories about her knowledge of Noylarlie. That she commands a ship called the Crimson Arrow, and that one of the people aboard it was an Aryile with links to the Celestial Order ending the story with how she stole the gem that she now has from that Aryile.

      Phylarlie groaned, it wasn’t the news she was hoping to hear. “My sister works for the order?”

      “I don’t think a member, more like a hired gun.”

      “She carries out errands for them, which makes her a member.” Phylarlie said through gritted teeth. “She needs to get out. I need to get her out.”

      “How do you suppose we do that in our situation?”

      She paused, unable to find an answer. Guilt and regret started to build up inside of her. “I... I don’t... damn it this is all my fault.” Phylarlie’s hands rested upon her face, holding in the guilt the best she could. “I should have seen this coming.”

      Phylarlie, even when young, only wanted to do one thing. Travel through space, visit distant worlds, see what was out there. She knew she had inherited psionic powers from her mother and that she, along with Noylarlie, were supposed to keep it a secret and never use them when others were watching, thus dooming her to a life of being a servant and occasional comfort women to Hasiv and his male visitors.

      Running away and revealing she had psionics was her way out of that life, while her eyes still glowed red at the time. Her plan was simple, get taken away for psionic training, hope to be assigned to work as a shipboard psionic, guiding a Hashmedai ship through the cosmos. She fantasized about wearing those sexy and revealing outfits psionics must wear, maybe even meet those attractive shirtless psionic men, it was a plan that couldn’t fail, a plan conjured by a young and naive girl.

      Everything went wrong. The psionic training was brutal, almost a prison sentence rather than five years of schooling and practice. Abraxin kept on coming for her at night, kept on digging, wanting to know what became of her mother, where she was hiding what else she had done. Phylarlie tried to resist, knowing that if she revealed too much, Noylarlie’s birth would be discovered, mother would be arrested, her father Yominv might be in trouble as well, not that he played any role in her life.

      At the one year mark, Phylarlie had enough. She cut a deal with Abraxin. She told him everything in exchange for him changing her scores on her tests and exams. Psionic students that fail the first year get sent to the Assassins’ Guild, Phylarlie ended up becoming one of them. Abraxin gave his word he wouldn’t tell anyone about Noylarlie or her mother. A word he broke sometime later. Phylarlie’s plan to keep her family out of this and her dreams of becoming a powerful psionic all vaporized with that deal.

      Mother and Noylarlie were found to be hiding amongst Hasiv’s staff. Noylarlie was forced to attend psionic training and suffer the same abuse she did, while her mother was executed.

      Phylarlie’s full psionic potential was now being wasted away as an assassin who never got the training and cybernetic upgrades as a psionic. The very same ones her sister now had and probably didn’t want, as she allied herself with the Celestial Order, committing acts of treason that could get her beheaded like their mother.

      And it was all her fault.

      “This is no way to live,” Phylarlie said through her tearless weeping.

      Ella’s arms embraced her providing much needed comfort in her emotional distress, finally understanding exactly what Trin was going through. “Hey, just breathe okay?” Ella whispered to her. “We do have a few unique advantages here.”
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* * *

      Derkurio spaceport, Derkurio, Morutrin system

      Parcisei and Danyal stepped into a tavern left in shambles from a brawl. At first Parcisei was resistant to the idea of Danyal relaxing there as he read the contents to some data pad he had acquired. However, looking at the signs that multiple psionics had participated in the brawl, and that the Dark Star was parked somewhere on this massive spaceport, led him to believe there was indeed a connection. As he walked past the dried blood on the floor, he saw two drunken Aryile pirates at the bar. These must be them, Parcisei thought and approached them.

      “Don’t mind me. I just have some questions about a ship that was here not long ago,” Parcisei asked the two mourning pirates.

      “The crew of that ship took the life of my second in command, and another of my crew.”

      “The Dark Star?”

      “Yes. The all psionic salvager ship, they left before we had a chance to track them after we made a tactical retreat.”

      “Ah so you ran away?”

      “Tactical retreat!” The pirate shouted. “Do you know where they are?”

      “Well, I was hoping you had the answers to that question,” said Parcisei. “But hey, this means we’re on the same team here, pal. I want the Dark Star. So do you. You’re down two bodies, and there are two of us. The ships I scanned in orbit and docked here aren’t all that impressive. I’m guessing one of them is yours. My ship is faster and stronger. Let’s work together. Lunch is on me.”

      The two pirates looked at Parcisei, not knowing what to think until Parcisei produced his credit chit and flashed them his account balance. They smiled at the long number that displayed on its digital screen.
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* * *

      Kasidey’s transport, Edge of the Uelcovis system

      “Last stop, I promise,” Kasidey said.

      Their transport entered Hashmedai space. One of the outer colonies. There was a shipyard at the edge of the system in which a ship was being worked on. It was quite possibly the largest Hashmedai ship Whigli had ever seen.

      “It’s almost as large as the Pelican,” he said as his ESP touched the surface of the ship in the yard.

      “And equally powerful,” she said. “And once they get these.” She pointed to the hardware she pulled off the suits the dead humans wore. Mass Reduction Field device, she called it. “It will be the most powerful ship in the galaxy, well in this corner at least.”
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      Transport on approach to Y’ouipa shipyard, Uelcovis system

      Onatiasha couldn’t figure out if she and Zhinbryo were prisoners or honored guests. They floated in the aft end of a transport ship on a multi hour journey from Taxah to the edge of the Uelcovis system. Di’aria joined them sometime later as she piloted the transport remotely with her mind.

      “I know you two despise me for what I did,” Di’aria said to them. “But I assure you will thank me later.”

      Onatiasha winced and said. “My source is dead, my reputation’s a mess and now you, a psionic breeder, hold us both captive.” Then she sarcastically added a hearty. “Thanks!”

      “According to my research you two have the greatest potential to help me in my plan,” said Di’aria.

      “Why’s that?”

      “You two, Kroshka, Phylarlie, and Jazz are the only ones within the empire that know of the Celestial Order... and oppose it.” Both Onatiasha and Zhinbryo looked at one another at that revelation. “Surprise! They found out about you all.”

      “It was only a matter of time,” Zhinbryo said. “We were making great progress.”

      “You were throwing your lives away,” said Di’aria. “The order was getting ready to remove you, they just needed confirmation.”

      “Of what?”

      “That killing you all out was the right thing. Some argued you could be turned to their cause others argued you could be used. The attack on the imperial palace was to determine which of you lives, who dies and who gets turned into a tool. But don’t take my word for it, those recorded memories you have hidden in your pocket can reveal that.”

      How did she know? Onatiasha thought. “Don’t know what you’re talking about—”

      Di’aria interrupted. “Don’t insult my intelligence, I sensed the device and was able to view the contents with it. Yes, I’m a much stronger psionic than you think.”

      “Yet the empire has you producing children rather than going into battle,” said Zhinbryo.

      “My children.” Di’aria paused while looking at her augmented arms up and down and smiled in a scheming manner. “Unlike other breeders I’ve grown quite attached to all eight of them. All eight who will be forced into a psionic life the empire deems necessary, namely combat and space bridge duty. There are so many other things they could do, but the empire only wants those roles.”

      “Psionics are the work horses of the empire,” said Onatiasha. “Don’t blame the empire for that. Blame Radiance for slaughtering billions of our psionics thousands of years ago while refusing to share the technology on how to create them.”

      Di’aria shifted her body to the side, allowing Onatiasha and Zhinbryo to look out of the forward windshield in the cockpit. They were rapidly approaching a shipyard with an enormous ship inside of it being constructed... or rather applying the finishing paint job.

      “You see that?” Di’aria said, pointing to the shipyard.

      “What is that?” Onatiasha asked.

      “That is the major construction project you learned about two months ago,” Di’aria said. “That is the Leviathan, a psionic dreadnought. It’s the same size as the Abyssal Pelican, a Celestial Order ship, secretly flying with the Radiance Union banner. The Leviathan will be the same, a Celestial Order ship masquerading as a Hashmedai Empire warship.”

      “The order has two ships?”

      “The order has many Radiance and Hashmedai ships secretly under their command, but these dreadnoughts were built and designed for the order, will be fully staffed by a crew all loyal to the order. Meanwhile both the empire and union went out of their way to fund those respective ships not knowing what was going on in the shadows,” Di’aria said. “The same as the empire uses its psionics, the Leviathan uses a lot of psionics aboard to power it.” Di’aria then floated closer to them, placing one of her cold cybernetic hands on Onatiasha’s shoulder and the other on Zhinbryo’s. “And we’re going to steal it.”

      Onatiasha chuckled at her proposal “We?”

      “Yes,” Di’aria said confidently. “I grow tired of seeing the mistreatment of Hashmedai psionics. I first supported the order in hopes that they would bring in a new empire where psionics can be free, where my children will not be forced to be used as tools. But, I see the order is no different, they’ll still be forced into that as well as indoctrinated into worshiping aliens.”

      “So, you plan to start a revolt then?” said Onatiasha.

      “You understand why I said the order is working for me now? They are providing the tools needed, we just need to take it away from them and put it to good use.”

      “You,” Onatiasha said, correcting her. “We may share the same goals of hurting the order, but what you propose is treason.”

      “You speak as if you have options,” said Di’aria. “Well, you do. Just not very good ones.” Di’aria extended her arm toward the cockpit, inviting Onatiasha to get up and float into it. “We have time before we get to the shipyard. Feel free to watch what was recorded from those memories you probed”

      Onatiasha launched her body into the cockpit by pushing her feet off the back wall of the transport. Her forward movement stopped as she held onto the chair then loaded the data she recorded from the mind of Kezea.

      A small hologram appeared displaying how far back the memories went. The past two months was selected as she shifted through tiny preview pictures representing the many days that passed during that period. One day caught her attention, the day the Imperial Palace was attacked, Kezea was there.

      A holographic recording played displaying Kezea’s memories from that day. There were a dozen people around Kezea many of them were of Radiance races, some Hashmedai.

      “You ready?” a voice said to Kezea in the projection, in English.

      “Yes,” Kezea said, only the accent was different. Not the voice of a Hashmedai woman. strange.

      Kezea looked out the window of a transport ship as it was coming to a landing on one of the docking bays in the Imperial palace. The reflection that came back was a Javnis female.

      “What about the rest of you?” someone else from behind asked.

      “Good to go.”

      “All right, let’s go, our teams have taken control of the interceptors already.”

      The bodies of everyone in the footage started to liquefy then remolded themselves into humans. They then start to apply fake fangs into their mouths and apply makeup to make their skin look Hashmedai.

      “This would be a whole lot easier if we all had some Hashmedai DNA to work with.”

      “It’s better this way, should you get captured they’ll think you’re a human. On that note ensure that this your primary form, should you meet your end here.”

      “We won’t revert, and they’ll really think we’re human regardless, good idea. Do the others know?”

      “Probably not, honestly we shouldn’t have any issues. Archmage Gayir will take care of Jazz, you three find and take care of Onatiasha and Zhinbryo.”

      “Understood.”

      “And remember, speak English only.”

      Everyone in the video play back was handed an eRifle. Many of them looked at it warily. “These are different,” said one of them.

      “It’s what the humans arm themselves with, similar design to Radiance magnetic rifles. We managed to steal the designs and rebuild them for this mission.”

      All of them stormed out of the transport as its doors lifted open, confused guards were shot to death creating a bloody mess up the doors of the elevator they were guarding, thus allowing them to board it. Minutes later, the elevator doors swung open and the group stormed out into the Conquest Day ballroom. Shots and screams were heard seconds later, the same ones Onatiasha remembered from that night. The terror symphony faded away as the elevator doors shut and began to rise several hundred stories up.

      They slid open once again as it reached its intended destination. A narrow hallway became a horrific mess of blood and mangled bodies as servants and guards were ambushed and killed by a hail of bullets from Kezea and the gunmen. One of the gunmen led everyone further down the hallway where they repeated their violent actions. People without armor had some of their limbs ripped away from their bodies as the bullets shredded them. Bodies of royal imperial guards lay on the floor next to a large decorated door, Y’lin’s personal chambers. Upon forcing their way in, they started rummaging through Y’lin’s belongings, tossing her valuables across the floor, flipping over the mattress of her elegant canopy bed. A soft red light shone from behind a closet door. One of the gunmen held a glowing red gem in his hands upon exiting.

      “Gayir we have it,” he said.

      The darkened room briefly lit up as Gayir teleported into the chamber a minute later, only to prime his psionics and teleport him along with everyone else. Y’lin’s room was replaced with the sight of the Assassins’ Guild, more specifically Torval’s office at the top.

      The gunman who took the gem tossed it toward Torval. The guild master smiled after looking at the glowing red light and said. “You work fast.”

      “We’re not done yet, send us back.”

      “Just wait. There aren’t many of your kind,” said Torval. “If the rest of your friends fall, you might be the only ones remaining.”

      “If we don’t assist—”

      “I’ll teleport you back if you need assistance.” Gayir vanished as his blue teleportation light flashed.

      Time passed, Kezea and the gunman spent much of the time bored, sitting and waiting. The floor began to vibrate accompanied by the sound of faint rumbling. Everyone ran toward the windows and watched as the Silver Raven flew away from the Assassins’ Guild and propelled toward the Imperial Capital at near sub light speeds

      “Who is that?”

      “I don’t know, I was unaware that anyone would be leaving here via a ship tonight,” said Torval. “No matter, I’ll alert the interceptors we have under our control to deal with them.”

      More time passed, Onatiasha hit fast-forward as things became boring, like everyone going to sleep. She resumed normal speed as something of interest popped up, two people on a transport traveling through space. The reflection in the windows showed a Hashmedai woman and male with real features, unlike earlier. In the distance, Taxah could be seen.

      Upon their arrival, they invited Kezea and Sev to go drinking out in the entertainment district of Muro. Kezea and Sev were led out into a remote forested region deep with snow and with little light with the exception of two bolts of plasma burning gaping holes in their chests. As they fell down dead, painting the snow red with their blood, the two mysterious Hashmedai soaked their hands in the blood of Kezea and Sev, then begin to lick it as if it were a tasty treat.

      The projection showed the man start to undergo the same melting trance from before, and his body was remolded into Sev. The female did the same as she looked down at her hands. Onatiasha can’t see her reflection, but it’s safe to assume, she transformed into Kezea.

      “Dispose of those bodies at once,” said a strange voice in the darkness.

      “Right away,” said another unknown person holding a plasma rifle.

      “So, these two, they were servants for Hasiv, correct?” said the person who now had Sev’s appearance.

      “Yes,” said the Kezea imposter.

      “Good, we’ll use this cover to deal with Hasiv, Onatiasha and Zhinbryo.”

      “Let’s be cunning about this, not many of our kind left. Remember our group on Morutrin Prime is dead, let’s not get caught.”

      Onatiasha once again hit fast-forward, things got pretty boring as they went to work as servants in Hasiv’s manor. Di’aria appeared in the footage taking place weeks later.

      “Nice to see you again Di’aria,” said Sev.

      “She claims Onatiasha and Zhinbryo could be valuable alive rather than dead,” said Kezea.

      “How so?”

      “Onatiasha’s loyalty to the empress is questionable since her demotion. She also risked her life to save her and the princess but was not rewarded fairly,” said Di’aria.

      “I see, and you believe she has a reason to turn against the empire?” Sev asked.

      “Hasiv is her only source of info, remove him and she’ll not only have nothing, but will be even more disgraced,” said Di’aria. “She’ll have no choice but to beg on the streets, her mind will be weak.”

      “She’ll fall to the allure of the order offering her a better life and the chance to strike back at Y’lin,” Kezea said in conclusion.

      “Yes.”

      “There’s no guarantee however,” said Sev.

      “Unless we convince everyone they killed Hasiv,” said Di’aria.

      “I like the way you think,” Sev said, grinning. “I’ll come up with a plan.”

      It was a set up. Onatiasha heard and watched enough and shut down the recording. She faced Di’aria who floated behind her watching. “You!” Onatiasha shouted and hissed loudly.

      “The order does not know you two killed those two,” Di’aria said to Onatiasha. “And with the militia forces dead, there are no witnesses, just reports that you two went on a rampage. They are convinced that my plan worked and that the situation you are in forced you to ally with us.”

      “We are fugitives,” said Onatiasha.

      “And the order is willing to let you into their home, a home we will take for ourselves.”

      Onatiasha’s rage was calmed for amount as she started to go over in her head the extra details she leant from the memories. Shape shifters were real, and they tried to frame the human race for the attack on the empire “So, the order can change their form as well?” Onatiasha asked.

      “Not quite,” said Di’aria. “Those shape shifters you saw are people spliced with Lyonrian DNA.”

      “Lyonrian?”

      “I’m not sure of the details myself, just that an order project years ago discovered the Lyonria were genetically enhanced, and were able to alter their DNA provided they came into contact with a large sample from the person the wish to impersonate.”

      Onatiasha then started to think about the night before. She was intimate with Sev, Zhinbryo was intimate with Kezea. Then they gained the powers to transform into them the next day. “That would explain why they seduced us.”

      “Copulation is a discrete way to gain enough DNA from a person that you need alive at the same time, not to mention fun,” said Di’aria.

      “How many more of these shape shifters are left?” Zhinbryo asked the most important question of all.

      Di’aria bit down on her lip, hesitating to provide an answer. “Two,” she said eventually.

      There’s no way out, Onatiasha thought. Returning to the empire would have her and Zhinbryo charged with treason regardless unless they showed up with irrefutable proof that they were innocent. The only proof they had was the recorded memories, and no assurance someone would review them before casting their judgment on them. And even then, it still would not change the fact that they, no, she failed to protect the lord of Taxah. At the time of his death, she lay on the floor of her room passed out having spent the previous night drinking and copulating. They would probably ignore the fact the drink was drugged then assign them to patrol the outer colonies, limiting their power to combat the order.

      She considered escaping to Morutrin like every other person who got into trouble in the empire or the union. But what would that accomplish other than a life of paranoia - Always watching their backs, fearing that an assassin was following them in stealth, waiting for the chance to strike, while the order continued to grow and expand outside of that system. Following Di’aria’s lead was the best chance to take out the order and stay safe until they sent the proof from the memory recorder to someone in the empire, got confirmation it was seen followed by an assurance they won’t be killed on sight.

      “Well, Zhinbryo,” Onatiasha said to him. “Remember when we talked about an army of two?”

      An hour and half later their transport arrived at the shipyard. It latched onto one of the many airlocks, paving the way for them to float aboard. Di’aria led them into a small meeting room where a familiar face hovered, glaring out of a window, Archmage Gayir. He was looking directly at the Leviathan as a small crew in space suits slowly removed some of the scaffolding around the completed dreadnaught.

      “These are the two I spoke of,” Di’aria said as they entered. “As I suspected they will assist us with our campaign.”

      “I see,” Gayir said, never taking his eyes off the view outside. “Have their minds been tempered yet to assure they follow the one truth path?”

      “It’s been done,” said Di’aria. “Turns out Onatiasha had spoken to Fahia in the past so the ground work was already laid.”

      Onatiasha looked at Di’aria after she finished her blatant lie. Di’aria winked and smiled at her. The order must really trust her with matters like this.

      Gayir finally spun his body around, and faced what he thought was two new recruits into the order. “You two were once considered to be formidable enemies having disrupted our operations on Earth, evading being killed many times. But if you are willing to walk the path with the rest of us, we’d be honored to have you as allies rather than enemies.”

      “Just tell me where to go,” Onatiasha said. It was a mentally painful thing to say. If anyone else had been watching, they would have thought for sure she and Zhinbryo had been indoctrinated into their beliefs.

      Gayir pointed toward the window, toward the oversized ship to be exact. “You’ll be coming with me and Di’aria aboard that,” he said. “I want you to become part of its ground assault crew when we attack Earth.”
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* * *

      Leviathan, Y’ouipa shipyard, Uelcovis system

      Gravity on a ship, it was a feeling Yominv had a tough time getting used to. The Leviathan like the Abyssal Pelican employed many psionics aboard the ship, many of them creating gravity in every section of the ship. Both Yominv and Noylarlie stepped aboard the bridge, impressed at the size of it and the team required to operate it.

      As he sat in his commander’s chair, a holographic screen appeared providing him with an updated list of events regarding changes to the ship, namely its roster. Di’aria and Gayir came aboard along with two new members to the order, Onatiasha and Zhinbryo. He’ll have to commend her later, converting enemies to their cause only made them stronger while weakening the opposition.

      “Admiral!” said one of the of the many shipboard psionics. As much as it pained Yominv to admit it, he hadn’t quite learned everyone’s name just yet. The ship had a crew of thousands.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “The psionic network. My mind has come across reports that our forces have engaged the humans at Saturn.”

      The fleet fighting at Saturn, it wasn’t good news to him as he ordered them to hold at Uranus. Even if the humans attacked first, they were not to follow let alone launch any of the attacks they planned. This was someone acting on their own accord, that someone had better be the empress, at least then there was nothing he could do about it other than grit his fangs knowing she got in the way of the order’s plans.

      “Under whose authority?” Yominv asked the psionic.

      “Captain T’esih made the call.”

      Captain T’esih, of course it would be her to do this and keep him in the dark about it. Yominv groaned angrily, then folded his hands together in attempt to keep calm and focused. “I placed her in command to watch over and defend the fleet, not send them into battle,” Yominv said. “Have them withdraw at once.”

      Yominv saw the young psionic close his eyes to relay Yominv’s message telepathically. The psionic grimaced sometime later then reported his news. “I can’t reach their psionic’s mind. They must be too occupied with the battle!”

      Yominv’s groans turned into hisses. T’esih needed to be stopped before she got herself killed along with whatever ships she ordered to come with her. Even if she were to win, it would force the humans into thinking of another strategy, one that would complicate the brilliant one he had concocted.

      “Can you send us to Sol?” Yominv asked Noylarlie.

      “Having two wormholes open at once is hard, I nearly had the one linking Paryo to Uranus fail sending us here,” she said. “There’s no telling how many of our ships are traveling in it this very second.”

      “Space bridge will take too long,” Yominv said.

      “It was used a few minutes ago anyway,” a communication officer reported. “The psionics onboard need time to rest.”

      Wormhole and space bridge were officially not an option, and even then, given the size of the Leviathan, it would take years for them to arrive in Sol. Yominv would have to use a transport to get there in reasonable amount of time, and that was if the space bridge was an option. There was one last method of travel available. “Is the jump drive ready?” Yominv asked.

      “Installed, but not tested,” said a bridge officer.

      “Excellent,” Yominv said, accessing the terminal on the arm of his chair. “We shall test it now.”
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* * *

      Kasidey’s Transport, Uelcovis system

      Kasidey and Whigli watched the Leviathan’s engines prep from a monitor. Her delivery of the MRF signaled the completion of the ship and its unique method of transportation. Instant teleportation throughout the galaxy, provided the psionic minds aboard were up to the task.

      While Whigli watched with intrigue, she input a new course taking the transport far outside of the system, away from Hashmedai scanners and psionic ESP. The fewer people that knew she could create wormholes, the better.

      “Now what?” Whigli asked her.

      “As I said,” she said, smiling at him. “We’re going to make the galaxy a better place. Next stop, our new home.”

      “Aren’t we supposed to return to Hannah and the others?”

      “Forget about them. In a few months the order, Hannah, and all these galaxy nations will mean nothing.”

      Her mission was officially complete. The order had exactly what it needed to carry out their duties. Should they fail, her masters would find another way. Their transport disappeared beyond the border of the system. Once they were out of ESP and scanning range, a wormhole opened sending them to a remote section of the galaxy no human, Radiance race or Hashmedai, had ever been to.
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      Abyssal Explorer transport, Oyuri, Barnard’s Star system

      Chloe doubled checked her layout while Stolanei and Karklosea entered a brief trance to get a better feel for the area. The transport they rode down to the surface remained idle at the landing pad next to the camp overlooking the Lyonria ruins.

      Chloe wore Radiance combat armor, complete with a helmet as the life-support systems inside would be needed once they leave the transport. The gem remained inside a side container, she periodically checked it to see if its radiating light had calmed, it hadn’t. Something in that city got the damn thing excited, and she had a feeling they were very close to finding out what it was.

      The psionic duo awoke from their trance, seemingly surprised at whatever the hell they experienced. Stolanei spoke first, “The city.”

      “Yes, there’s something in that Lyonrian city that’s creating the psionic wave,” Karklosea said. She then addressed Chloe. “What about you Major, does your gem react?”

      “It gotten brighter since we’ve landed,” Chloe said. “I think it’s worth checking out these ruins.”

      “Very well,” Karklosea said, reaching toward the back to get an environment suit for herself and Stolanei.

      Chloe frowned, having realized that this would make their psionic powers useless, so she reached upwards to the overhead weapons locker, and produced two rifles for them.
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* * *

      Camp Site, Oyuri, Barnard’s Star system

      Odelea’s delicate hands placed the second last item into her bag, her data pad. She was geared up in her environment suit within her room, ready to meet up with Eicelea and Vynei to explore their secret discovery as agreed. One last thing to pack away, the data crystal which contained her notes and discoveries regarding to the data that was recently shared with her via Eicelea’s data pad. She held the data crystal in her hands thinking about some of the progress she made with the translation.

      “Now, now, didn’t your mother teach you to share?” A mysterious voice interrupted her thoughts.

      “I... I can’t,” she whispered back. She tried to put the data crystal away but her hands stopped midway. A force was compelling her not to do that, just yet.

      “You can, and you will,” said the voice. “Share your findings with the others before you leave.”

      Odelea tried to resist. One would think it would be a simple task, just ignore it and move. But the more the voice spoke, the more it felt like doing what it said was the right thing to do. Her hand wouldn’t move the data crystal in her bag, every thought of moving resulted in it moving toward her computer. This later resulted in her loading a copy of the files into it, and sending a transmission out.

      “You want to share these findings,” said the voice. “Just like you wanted to shoot Telinei and take over his research.”

      “I didn’t want to kill him!”

      “But you did. His unpublished works now have your name on it. You wanted it. Tell the others about what you found. Draw our enemies out into the open under the false pretense that something good is waiting for them.”
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* * *

      Whisper safe house, Courelia slums, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      Jazz and Vaishea spent the last few days taking refuge at the safe house, mulling about, debating on what move they should make next, listening to Heurol rant about how he can’t figure out Vaishea’s mission and worst of all sleeping.

      On the hard, cold floor.

      With no blanket or pillow.

      Jazz’s back and neck radiated with pain when he was awoken by Heurol, shouting some stuff to him and Vaishea he could care less about. “You need to get up now,” Heurol shouted to them.

      Jazz groaned. “I don’t wanna go to school.”

      “Your human humor is not welcomed right now,” Heurol said. “And if you don’t help me with this task, you won’t be welcomed here either.”

      “Fine, geez,” Jazz said after a ten second pause. “What is it?”

      “Come with me,” Heurol said then faced Vaishea. “You too.”

      Jazz slowly rose from the floor, trying very carefully not to cause his body any more discomfort than it already was in. He could see Vaishea was in the same predicament, awoken from an already rough sleep on the floor. She smiled at Jazz shaking her head. Word, we’re on the same page here, he thought.

      They sluggishly followed Heurol into the central computer lab of the safe house. A few of the personnel inside eyed a three-dimensional projection of a Linl woman wearing a lab coat. Heurol stopped next to the projection, stroking his chin before turning around to address Jazz and Vaishea.

      “I’ll keep this short since we might not have enough time,” Heurol said. “This is Miraja, who also goes by the name Katotea. She’s a sleeper agent we sent into the R&D mountain complex some time ago with false memories, just like you Vaishea.”

      Vaishea’s eyes rolled while her arms crossed. “Whatever.”

      “We ‘programmed’ her to temporarily remember her true memories and mission once every nineteen hours for a period of twenty minutes, just long enough to send us a report,” Heurol said. “We haven’t heard from her in days.”

      “Ya’ll want me to go in and find her?” Jazz smirked. “To earn my keep?”

      “Does the name Hannah sound important to you human?”

      “Shit,” was the only world Jazz could muster. Not because Hannah was here, but because these Whisper spooks knew so much about him and the reason he came to this corner of the galaxy.

      “Our missing agent confirmed Hannah visited that complex some time ago. Therefore, the Celestial Order is up to something inside. I think it would be in your best interest to go, outside of the fact that I want you to be useful to us so long as you remain here.”

      “You’re kidding me, right,” Jazz said. Heurol, Vaishea, and Jazz were handed Radiance lab coats by the safe house staff while several other agents entered, all donning the same attire.

      “You want to learn about Hannah’s last known location here, we want to know what’s going on in that lab and what happened to our agent,” Heurol said. “Welcome to The Whisper my friend, what’s left of it.”

      Jazz held onto the soft fabric of the coat, shaking his head at it. Too fuckin’ soft, “So are you going to wipe my memory and replace it with a fake one for my cover?” he asked.

      “Ideally, we would,” Heurol said. “But we don’t have time to program a fake one for you and the rest of us, besides what’s the point? Our missing agent went in with one, now we can’t get hold of them, which is worrying.”

      They got dressed into their outfits, a holo mirror reflecting Jazz’s appearance. An appearance that was just too nerdy for his liking, he was a fighter, not a scientist. Vaishea grimaced at her look as well. There was no doubt in his mind she would rather wear the jumpsuit uniform rather than a lab coat and data pad. Fake ID tags were handed to them along with everyone else in the room while Heurol stepped behind an agent manning a computer workstation.

      “Where’s that tram?” Heurol asked the agent.

      “Half way there now,” he said as a hologram appeared showing a tram moving through a tunnel on the side. “Here’s its location.”

      “All right let’s do this,” Heurol said loudly to everyone.

      The agents stood next to him while signaling for Jazz and Vaishea to step over. Heurol then entered the all too familiar stance, of a mass psionic teleportation.

      They vanished.
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* * *

      Tram En route to Radiance R&D complex, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      Jazz, Vaishea, Heurol and the group of Whisper agents reappeared aboard the tram in question while it sped through a snow blanked transparent tunnel. A massive blizzard moved into the region by the looks.

      Heurol placed his lab attrite on as he looked around to verify everyone else made it and said. “I’m surprised that worked.”

      “What worked?” Jazz asked.

      “I never teleported a large group of people onto a small moving object,” Heurol said. “Had my aim been off, we’d be outside right about now.”

      “Or plastered on the front of the tram,” Jazz said, taking notice of how fast the tram was moving.

      “How is this any different from teleporting onto a ship that’s moving?” Vaishea asked Heurol.

      “Ships at least have signals I can lock in on.”

      Minutes passed while the tram neared its destination, the mountain complex outside of the arcology. The snowfall and darkness from the outside world shrouded the mountain from sight, even when they got close to it. It wasn’t until the glass tunnels became a rock face tunnel they knew they had entered inside.

      “Okay, Vaishea, Jazz, you’re with me,” Heurol said to them, then turned to address the rest of his team in their language.

      “What’s their role in this?” Jazz asked.

      “They are going to spread out and search,” Heurol said. He then handed both Jazz and Vaishea mag pistols. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” he said pointing at their weapons.

      “What’s that?” Vaishea asked Heurol as he placed a strange looking handheld device in his pocket.

      “It’s used to restore memories of our agents provided we have a backup copy of it,” he explained. “I suspect our missing agent isn’t reporting in due to an error in the false memories we gave them. Much like Vaishea.”

      “Hey!” she shouted back at him, still maintaining her stance that she is who she claims to be.

      Jazz felt the tram slow from its rapid commute then come to a full stop at an overly lit platform. Radiance and their damn love of the light, he thought as they all stepped off, giving the fictitious notion to everyone in the distance that they were lab workers coming in for their shift at work.

      The team moved forward as planned, the agents broke off into small groups, venturing into the complex. While Heurol, Jazz and Vaishea moved toward a specific location led by Heurol. They walked through the halls, decorated with plants from the Javnis and Aryile home world. Armed rangers patrolled the halls with their armor protected bodies. A diverse mix of Radiance races walked back and forth through the halls wearing lab coats just like them prompting Jazz to avoid direct eye contact, he was still a wanted man back at Courelia city, no need to have someone recognize him here and blow the whole mission apart.

      A security check point allowed them to move further inside the mountain complex, giving them direct access to the many labs in this section. From what Jazz could see from the windows of the labs he passed, most of the labs in this section were focused around building, designing, or testing equipment. Some labs had workers tinkering with combat armor, others with weapons, a few others had workers handling gear Jazz couldn’t recognize. The empire would kill to learn of all of this intel, Radiance was clearly planning to step up their war effort against the Hashmedai.

      Heurol led them into an empty lab, his ID card was scanned at the door, triggering it to unlock and slide open. Light automatically turned on as they entered, illuminating some prototype cybernetics resting on a table and computers forming a ring around said table.

      “The agent we sent was assigned to work here,” Heurol said, removing his top. With his cybernetic implants on his bare chest free, he could utilize his powers. “Move fast, my mind can’t loop the security cams forever.”

      Vaishea nodded and ran toward the nearest computer, attempting to review its logs and files making Jazz feel utterly useless. He didn’t exactly know what he should be looking for, nor was he familiar with Radiance computers or have any fancy psionic powers to help them stay hidden. He kept his eyes peeled for signs that might indicate if Hannah was ever in this lab, the primary reason he didn’t fully object to coming in the first place. Too bad there was nothing to be seen that would indicate that.

      “Lots of hardware here,” Jazz said, commenting on a glass shelf at the end of the lab.

      “Psionic cybernetics, they were developing newer upgrades,” said Heurol.

      “According to this five days ago a batch of prototypes were sent deeper in the complex for further testing,” Vaishea said reading off the computers holo screen.

      “Five days ago? That’s when my agent vanished,” said Heurol, moving in closer to read her screen. “Further testing? Does it say what kind of tests?”

      “Nothing else, looks like it was classified, well at least the sector they entered was a classified one,” she said.

      “To my knowledge these upgrades were far from being tested on live subjects, there’s no need to remove them from here for further tests unless they’ve been lying about its status.”

      “I don’t suppose we got clearance to enter those restricted areas?” Vaishea asked Heurol.

      “No, and neither did my agent unless invited.”
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* * *

      I need to stop forgetting this! Alisha thought as she stepped toward the security check point. “Good morning guys,” she said to them, waving her ID.

      “Ah, Alisha, starting earlier today as well?” asked the heavily armed ranger.

      “Well it’s our day off, I just forgot my data pad.”

      “Day off?” The ranger sounded surprised, as if something happened that was supposed to happen.

      “Yes. Something wrong?”

      The ranger faced his partner, who said with a confused shrug. “Three new lab workers checked in to your sector not long ago,” the ranger said to Alisha. “I assumed you all were having an early start today.”

      “If there’s something going on today, I wasn’t told,” she said. “I’ll see what’s up.”

      She crossed the check point and walked toward her lab. Seconds later from behind, one of the rangers at the check point shouted, “Wait!” She spun around to face them. “We’ll come with you,” the ranger said, adjusting some settings on his magmatic rifle.
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* * *

      “Anything else?” Heurol asked Vaishea.

      “The rest of the data is encrypted and pass code protected,” she said.

      “My psionics can only do so much when it comes to breaching computers and manipulating cams at the same time.”

      “Can we download it?” Jazz asked.

      “I can try,” Vaishea said, her fingers went to work on the keyboard. “But even if we bring it back, it’s useless unless we can crack it.”

      “I know a hacker that can,” said Jazz with a grin.

      “Really?” Heurol said to him with interest in his voice. “Where can we find them?”

      Jazz thought back to the incident in the city, and the last time he heard Eupiar’s voice. He wondered what became of her, Destiny and Veloshira, and the Silver Raven, his ride off this planet. Damn it, don’t tell me I’m stuck on this planet for good. “That’s a good fuckin’ question.” he said.

      A soft beep from the computer was heard as Vaishea inserted a data crystal onto a tiny slot next to the keyboard. “All right it’s downloading now,” she said.

      Heurol crossed his augmented arms and smiled down toward her while she manned the computer station. “Vaishea...”

      “What?”

      “Funny how quickly you became an expert at computers isn’t it now?”

      She turned in her chair and stared up at him with an unamused smile. “I’m a starship officer!”

      “And these aren’t starship computers, at least not ones you’d find on the bridge of the Abyssal Explorer or in another other major section of the ship,” Heurol said. “You must be programmed to remember your computer skills when necessary, like now.” She winced, turning back to the computer screen. “Deny it all you want, we must be getting close to your mission objective.”

      A lab worker and two rangers unexpectedly unlocked the door and entered the lab. Jazz, Heurol and Vaishea quickly found themselves to be the primary targets of two magnetic rifles, and quickly found themselves leaping for cover behind the equipment and large computers when the bullets started to spray. Heurol’s quick thinking conjured a purple shimmering dome over of them, deflecting the projectile fire that tore through their cover with ease.

      Jazz held onto the handle of his mag pistol hard, managed his now quick breathing and heart rate and said. “If they call for help—”

      “They won’t,” Heurol said, cutting him off.

      Heurol’s psionics launched the two rangers backwards while he created and flung balls of plasma toward them. Jazz and Vaishea capitalized on the situation, breaking their cover, and gunning the rangers down as their shields failed from Heurol’s psionic assault. Just one more to deal with, Jazz thought and shifted his pistol toward the now lone lab worker. He froze, shocked, dumbfounded and at a loss for words as he made eye contact with them.

      The long black hair, the alluring Japanese and French-Canadian face. It was Alisha. Jazz was quick to signal to Vaishea and Heurol to stand down as they were ready for a fight with her. He took a deep breath. It wasn’t enough, he did it again, then lowered his smoking pistol toward the floor. “Alisha?” he asked, even though he knew damn well it was a pointless question. It was her, no doubt about it.

      “Jake,” Alisha said to him in a shocked voice just like his.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” Jazz paused. Not exactly the question he imagined himself asking her during a reunion. “Sorry, didn’t expect you to come walking in.”

      “You know her?” Vaishea asked.

      “She’s his ex-wife if I’m not mistaken,” Heurol said.

      Jazz stepped toward her slowly, observing that she’s aged a bit since he last saw her on Earth, not much however, just a few years. “Look uh,” he said as he got close to her and wondered why the expression on her face was so fearful. “There’s some—”

      Smack.

      The sound was her hand slapping across his cheeks. She was pissed, quite possibly more pissed than she was during the divorce.

      “Just get away from me!” she shouted at him. There was a vengeful hint to her porcelain face.

      “Yo what the fuck!” he said loudly. The side of his face was sore, it was a firm hand he never knew she had.

      “You fucking murderer!”

      “Hate to remind ya but I was a soldier, and now an assassin, killing people is my specialty.”

      “Even innocent people like Jason? What did he ever do to you?”

      Jason? But how did she find out. Given everything Jazz experienced after the invasion of Earth. Jazz putting Jason out of the airlock was a regrettable action, fueled by his mentally unstable mind. Never mind the fact that Jason was probably going to end up dead one way or another, though it would have been better for someone else to have done it and get the hatred from Alisha for it. But, it looked like the truth was out there. She knows he killed her husband, and there was nothing he could do to change it.

      “As much as I’m enjoying this human interpersonal drama,” Heurol said. “But we got stuff to finish.”

      “Yeah,” said Jazz. “We do.”

      Jazz moved toward the two dead rangers, plundering their rifles from their unmoving hands, tossing one to Vaishea while keeping the other for himself.

      Heurol’s head gestured toward Alisha to move toward the end of the lab, in the corner to be exact in which he moved closer to her in an imposing manner. A manner that made Alisha and Jazz both uncomfortable. “Easy man! She ain’t an enemy,” Jazz said to him.

      “The Celestial Order has influence all over this world,” Heurol said, extending one of his glowing arms toward Alisha. “Anyone could be an enemy.”

      “Even you?” Jazz asked.

      Heurol’s reply was a soft grunt. Jazz wasn’t getting through to him and stepped closer. Whatever Heurol had planned, it was going to be something Alisha was going to find undesirably painful. Something that might have Jazz go berserk.

      “So, Alisha, was it?” Heurol said, snapping the fingers on his glowing arm. Alisha started to hold her chest, she was in pain, he was torturing her with his powers. “I’m going to need to know everything that was going on here within the last six days or so.”

      She groaned in pain, while anger grew inside Jazz. “Stop!” he shouted at Heurol.

      “I have nothing to tell you,” Alisha said.

      “Have it your way.”

      “Bro.” The barrel of Jazz’s rifle pointed toward the side of Heurol’s head. It would be a point-blank kill if his pulled the trigger. “I said fucking stop!”

      “You still love her, don’t you?”

      “Do you really think fuckin’ Radiance or the order was going to let her in on their secret science project? She doesn’t know shit.”

      Jazz’s words were unheard. Alisha continued to scream. She fell to the floor, trembling. “I’m not convinced,” Heurol said. Jazz responded by placing his finger next to the trigger. “You know, I could kill you right now, Jazz?”

      “But you ain't gonna, between using your powers to control the cameras, doing your fuckery with her. I’d say you’re tapped out. You ain’t no powerful psi, the fact you were shocked that the teleport worked shows that.” He pushed the rifle further, causing the end of the barrel to push against Heurol’s head slightly. Heurol had no shields up, proving Jazz’s theory. “So im’ma tell you what’s gonna go down, Vaishea is going to jam her gun to your head.”

      To Heurol’s surprise, Vaishea did just that. Two magnetic rifles were ready to blow his brains out. Jazz discreetly took a step to the side while aiming his rifle slightly upwards. The exit wound from Vaishea’s gun would kill him from where he stood. The same could be said about the original position of his rifle.

      “And you’re going to step off,” Jazz said to Heurol. “You could try and ice me, but you aren’t going to risk touching Vaishea, she’s your golden girl right now, you need her alive.” All glowing on Heurol’s cybernetics came to an end along with Alisha’s torment and pain. Heurol slowly backed away, his face scolding at both Jazz and Vaishea. “Alisha,” Jazz said to her. “Sorry you had to go through that shit, but we really need to find out what happened to homeboy’s agent.”

      She stood after a minute of being on the floor, weakened by the pain. “I don’t know I swear,” she said. “I shouldn’t even be here thanks to the deportation order. I was granted to stay until the project here moved onto living tests.”

      “And how far off were you on that?”

      “Still a few weeks at best.”

      “What do you know about the restricted area in the adjacent sector?”

      “Some techs came here a while ago to talk with the project leaders that’s it. Don’t know why, our two projects aren’t related. Then one of our workers vanished.”

      “Name?”

      “Her name was Katotea.”

      “You see the information you can get when you don’t torture people?” Jazz said to Heurol with a smug tone of voice.

      “Nothing of value, nothing new,” Heurol said.

      “Everything points to that restricted sector, so let’s go.”

      “And how do you suppose we get into a locked down area?” Heurol asked.

      “The way I see it,” said Jazz. “Someone’s gonna come looking for these guards who haven’t checked in. If we stay here, we’re fucked, we go there, we’re probably gonna get fucked too.”

      “And?”

      Jazz walked toward the door and looked out into the hallways to ensure nobody watched what went down. He was also trying to buy time for a heroic response to Heurol’s question.

      A response he couldn’t think of.

      “Yeah well, I wasn’t sure where I was going with that,” Jazz said. “Let’s just go and see what happens alright?”

      Vaishea removed the data crystal from the computer as the download had long finished during the conflict. They began to head to the door, while Alisha sat in the corner, still recovering from what happened.

      “What about her?” Vaishea asked.

      Heurol stepped into the halls and waved his hand toward the lab. The lights, computers everything inside powered off then he forced the doors to shut as Jazz and Vaishea exited. “No power, no computers, locked door,” Heurol said. “She can’t call for help, and nobody will have a reason go in there. She’ll be safe and not give us away.”

      Jazz would have preferred it that she came along, or at least went back to wherever she was living. But Heurol’s last statement, about her being safe in there got Jazz wondering about what they might encounter next in their journey. If this place turns into a warzone, then Alisha staying safe and locked up in that room would be the only place he’d like her to be.

      “I’m gonna assume it’s this way?” Jazz said, pointing down the hall.

      “I got my head in a directory now,” Heurol said, moving in the direction of Jazz’s index finger. “And yes, it is.”

      Labyrinths of brightly lit halls led them toward the entrance to a restricted zone. Jazz was grateful they didn’t encounter anyone else in the halls seeing how he and Vaishea were now armed with rifles, covered in dried blood, and Heurol was topless like the psionic warrior he was.

      A group of armed guards stood at a security check point. The trio hid around the corner out of sight, and not moving forward because of the blockade. “Any ideas on getting in?” Vaishea asked.

      “If Eupiar were here, I’d have her hack the systems to get us in,” said Jazz.

      “It was your idea to come here,” Heurol said. “I figured you’d have something smart planned.”

      Jazz took another peek around the corner. He saw what appeared to be a small tram platform several meters behind the guards, and a connecting hallway veering off to the left. Now if only those guards weren’t down that hallway. “Need a distraction.”

      Jazz pulled out his pistol, offering it to Heurol.

      “Guns blazing? Seriously?” Heurol said.

      “No, even better,” Jazz said to him. “Your psionics can tap into computers, right?”

      “Were you not with us in the labs?”

      “Shut the fuck up, it was a rhetorical question!” Jazz said, pausing to control his anger. Heurol was clearly upset at what happened and was now going use this chance to make Jazz look like a useless oaf. Time to reestablish dominance. “Use your fucking mind to tap into the computer of this pistol.”

      “And I’m looking for?” Heurol said while his mind connected into the pistol as requested.

      “Can the contents of the targeting screen beam into your head?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good, use your telekinesis to have it fly above their heads.”

      “And?”

      “Think man, think! Use it as a fucking drone.”

      The pistol wobbled in the air for a moment as Heurol’s brain forced it to hover high up toward the ceiling, above the guards’ heads and above the check point.

      “All right human, you’re smarter than I thought.”

      Jazz peeked around the corner once again, none of the guards were aware of what happened, the makeshift pistol drone telekinetically floated in, while its screen projected what the targeting display saw into Heurol’s mind.

      “Okay, I see the main entrance,” Heurol said to them. “We have to board a tram, and we got some guards to the south.”

      “Pop ‘em,” Jazz said. “The rest will come running over, then we sneak in.”

      The pistol was long out of sight from where Jazz stood. He waited and waited until Heurol gave him the good news. “Get ready,” Heurol said. “One, two, three!”

      Multiple gun shots echoed in the distance causing all guards in the area including those at the check point to run over and investigate the matter. With the coast clear, Jazz, Vaishea and Heurol carried out the next part of the plan, sprinting onto the tram. A holographic interface caused the tram to power on and propel rapidly down the tunnel to their destination, deeper inside the mountain.

      A large lab almost like a warehouse came into view, the tram platform led them to a balcony overlooking several Radiance races in lab coats working while a dozen or more armed rangers patrolled back and forth. They ducked behind nearby cargo containers next to a staircase while periodically peeking over or around their new-found cover. Several cryo tubes were picked up by a crane and moved to other sections of the lab, the tubes still had people inside them.

      “Looks like they got test subjects inside,” Heurol said, gazing at a crane swinging a cryo tube past them. “All Linl?”

      Jazz popped his head up from the crate to take a glance at the same tube Heurol was looking at. From beneath the glass top of the tube, he saw a man wearing an LA Lakers’ T-shirt.

      “No,” Jazz said slowly. “These are humans, straight outta Earth.” Jazz took another look at the other cryo tubes, everyone inside wore clothing that would have existed twenty-two years ago, summer attire at that.

      “Humans?” Vaishea whispered to Jazz. “That can’t be right, your people never sent ships here. And the first transports sent between Earth and here are still in interstellar space.”

      “I’m here, so is Alisha,” said Jazz. “Though I cheated and went through a wormhole to get here.”

      “Alisha came with us via the Abyssal Explorer,” she said.

      “That explains that,” Jazz said, taking another look. There was a boy wearing a baseball cap.

      “These humans,” Vaishea said. “They must have been aboard the Explorer as well.”

      “I can’t imagine Radiance agreeing to do something like this, secret experiments on humans,” said Heurol. “The order on the other hand...”

      “We weren’t compromised, if that’s what you’re getting at,” Vaishea said to Heurol.

      “How do you know?”

      “These people are all wearing clothes from twenty-two years ago,” Jazz said as another crane moved a cryo tube past them. “And some of them look like they just left a warzone.” He turned to face Vaishea. “You remember the last known locations of the Abyssal Explorer before it came here?”

      “I was assigned to it a few months after it arrived at Lejorania Sanctum,” she said. “It went to Dark Lejorania to pick me up then was assigned to come here.”

      “And before that, it was at Earth during the invasion,” Jazz said.

      “The Explorer picked up many human refugees from Earth and delivered them to Lejorania Sanctum as I recalled,” Vaishea said.

      “And I’mma go out on a limb and say, not all of them got off that ship,” Jazz said. “Until now.”

      A lab worker pushed an anti-gravity cart across the lab. Looking down, the trio saw an assortment of small red gems on the cart. All of them glistening. “Those,” Heurol said, pointing at the contents of the cart. “That proves they are with the order.”

      Jazz gripped onto his rifle, holding back the fury burning in his eyes. “This gives us full permission to kill everyone,” he said.

      “What about the guards back in the tunnels?” Vaishea asked.

      They looked back at the tram they rode in on. Heurol stood and illuminated his cybernetic arms with psionic power. As they started to glow bright, he stretched them out toward the tram. An enormous plasma ball shot out, creating a thunderous and flaming explosion destroying the tram.

      And alerting everyone in the lab they have three intruders.

      “Pretty sure that was the only way in!” Heurol said.

      Jazz grimaced at the wreckage. “And the only way out,” he said, standing, then aiming his rifle down toward the alerted guards inside. “But fuck it, let’s deal with this first!”

      As quickly as the battle started was as quickly as it ended, Jazz, Vaishea and Heurol already had the high ground as they stood on top of the balcony. Bullets roared and psionic telekinetic and plasma unleashed, the armed guards down below didn’t stand a chance. The lab workers didn’t last long either as Jazz gunned them all down, none of them were armed and he didn’t care. They were experimenting on humans, humans that boarded the Abyssal Explorer to evacuate what seemed to have been a doomed Earth at the time. Those folks didn’t deserve this, and those that willfully participated needed to pay the price. If Heurol’s missing agent was in here, she better hide in the corner, Jazz intended to make sure everyone he saw wearing a lab coat would be swimming in a pool of their own blood. PSTD rage was no joke. And Jazz, as a result, had no chill.

      The last bullet ridden body slowly fell to the floor, splashing into a puddle of blood created by its comrades who were killed minutes earlier. They fanned out to ensure the lab was secure. No signs of any of the order members alive and no signs of the missing agent.

      Shoot first, ask questions later. Now that the shooting was finished, “I wanna ask some questions but...” Jazz said when he realized how intense the devastation he created was.

      “Interrogations only work when the subject is not breathing through extra holes in their heads,” Vaishea said patting him on the shoulder.

      They ventured further in and saw several transport ships lined up and a few cranes above, it looked as if they were getting ready to load some of the tubes onto the transports. Jazz’s hunter’s instinct allowed him to see slight movement from around the transports. Someone was still alive, and hiding. A lone ranger survived and made their presence known via three missed shots aimed at Jazz.

      They exchanged weapons fire from behind their cover. Jazz using a cargo container, the ranger using the transport. A stray bullet fired from the ranger damaged a crane holding a cryo tube, which was directly above Jazz. Who was Jazz kidding, that was no stray bullet. It was intentional.

      He was forced to run out of cover as the cryo tube fell out from the grip of the crane, crashing on the floor where he was hiding just seconds earlier. Jazz was exposed with no armor or shields and probably out of range of any protection Heurol could provide, if he’d provide it. It wouldn’t surprise Jazz at all if Heurol was waiting for the string of bullets that were fired at him to hit him. Jazz dove and rolled on the floor, it wasn’t much, but it did make him a slightly harder target. Midway through his roll, the sound of weapons fire came to an end, he came upright and saw Vaishea standing over the body of the ranger. Her rifle aimed downwards, and put two extra slugs through the back of his head, just to make sure he stayed down.

      They regrouped while Heurol smiled at Vaishea`s handiwork. “Still think you’re a counselor turned starship officer?” Heurol asked her then walked away.

      Both Jazz and Vaishea looked at each other, shaking their heads before heading toward a computer station which was still active and logged in. Once again, her computer skills came up to the surface and she started to review the information. “Looks like you’re right, these people are humans,” she said.

      “Let’s get ‘em out, they don’t deserve this,” Jazz said, looking up at the additional cryo tubes hanging off the walls.

      Vaishea interacted with the computer terminal. “Reviving all subjects... now.”

      All the cryo pods lowered to the floor and begin their revival process. All except a group of tubes still firmly held within the hands of overhead cranes. Those were the ones that were about to be loaded onto the transports. “What’s up with them?” Jazz pointed at the tubes not moving.

      “Working on it, it’s locked out for some reason,” she said. The contents of the computer screen switched. “Oh. This is interesting”

      “Sup?”

      “Half the tubes that were placed in here originally, were just transferred to several transports heading to the Abyssal Pelican.”

      “I’m guessing these transports were supposed to get the rest?”

      “No,” she said, then began to read more. “They were supposed to get the one that crashed over there and the ones in the cranes next to these transports. The ones I can’t seem to move down.”

      “Let me try,” Heurol said, stepping toward the unmoving tubes above them. “Everyone knows we’re here, there’s no point in me using my psionics to block out the cameras. Instead, let me see if I can find the release command.”

      Jazz moved back toward the cryo tube that crashed on the floor earlier while Heurol and Vaishea did what they could to release the last tubes. Despite the lower gravity, it was still a big fall that shattered the whole contraption, and it was questionable if the person inside was in perfect health.

      He returned to the damaged cryo tube and looked down toward it. Shattered glass was ejected everywhere, while white mist covered the rest of the pod in a veil of obscurity. He heard someone move and climb out of the tube, someone survived, good they’re gonna need help considering they weren’t revived via the computer systems. His hands brushed away some of the mist that was in his face, then leaned in closer to see the status of the survivor.

      It was a man, a naked man. A faint purple aura of psionic energy radiated from his body, his skin was tough like leather, and there were signs that his chest had been surgically sliced open. Most terrifying part of it all? A miniature version of the red gem was fused into his forehead, and started to glow as his, no, its eyes opened.

      “Holy fuck!” Jazz shouted.

      It leapt at Jazz at a speed so intense, it knocked him over. His rifle yanked out from his hands and flung away by the man or creature, psionic experiment, zombie. Yes, that was exactly what this was. A psionic zombie and it released a piercing shriek loud enough to force Heurol and Vaishea to cover their ears. Something Jazz would have done as well if his arms weren’t pinned by the beast.

      The zombie stopped moving, just seconds before its raised arms were about to unleash some sort of energy beam from the palms of its hands. Emelia materialized out of nowhere, and brushed her hands along the side of the zombie's face, taming and calming it in the process.

      “Calm, be at peace,” Emelia said. “Weapon of the gods, know that you exist because we allowed it. The Jazz is my vessel. No harm shall come to him until his task is complete.”

      “Umm right,” Jazz said as the zombie got off him and ran toward the dead bodies littering the floor, like a feral animal looking for a meal.

      It moved so fast, it vanished from his sight, quite possibly into the tram tunnels as it did climb up those stairs. Nothing we can do now, he thought upon seeing the first batch of humans step forward, released from their cryogenic prison. One after another, the tubes began to open and release their imprisoned humans from within. All of them looked confused and horrified at the carnage they woke up to, all of them needed Jazz and the others to guide them to safety.

      “Jazz!” Vaishea said, running to aid him.

      Emelia vanished the second Jazz got back to his feet, and he was totally convinced only he saw her. “For the record that pod didn’t have a human in it,” he said to Vaishea as she guided him back to the computer terminal.

      “Managed to get the other pods to lower and open,” Heurol said to Jazz.

      After the brief run in with the psionic zombie, Jazz was kind of hoping Heurol was not going to succeed in lowering those tubes. They were locked out for a reason like they were being loaded into the transports for a reason. He looked up in hopes of seeing through the glass of the tubes, hoping to see what was inside. He got his answer as they lowered and got closer to the floor. Psionic zombies, more of them and they were seconds away from unleashing them.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck put it back up!” Jazz yelled.

      “What’s wrong?” Heurol asked.

      The cranes lowered the tubes to the floor and the revival process began. They gazed at the contents inside, having realized why Jazz was panicking. “Too late, I can’t stop it once it’s been started,” Vaishea said.

      Additional zombies were going to be added to the mix, meanwhile the human refugees needed to be protected, now more than ever. Jazz needed to come up with an escape plan. And fast.

      The transports.

      There were still three of them empty and ready for takeoff. It would be a tight squeeze, but it should be enough to fit everyone on. “Okay, we need to get everyone out of here now!” Jazz said, then he addressed the confused humans behind him. Yelling as loud as he could to get their attention, he said. “All right everyone, listen up, you ain’t got to go, but ya’ll got to get the hell up outta here!”

      The humans all began to turn toward Jazz and the others as they waved them to come aboard the transports. As the loading continued, Vaishea stopped and approached the tubes carrying the zombies who were a minute way from revival, Jazz followed behind her.

      “What are those?” she asked him.

      Jazz’s mind flashed back to his narrow escape from the Hashmedai command ship during the invasion. Its commander became possessed by the gem he was carrying, turning him into a powerful psionic zombie just like these things. Whatever the order did to these people, they managed to figure out how to reproduce the process in humans.

      “If it’s what I think it is, we’re all going to be in trouble,” Jazz said.

      Heurol called out to Jazz and Vaishea as the last human refugee boarded on the overcrowded transport. It was now their turn to get on and make their escape. As they approached the doors, Jazz saw several dead lab workers and guards, rise up from the floor. Their mutated bodies became psionic zombies themselves, then released the same intense deafening shriek the last one did.

      “This just gets better and better.”
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      Abyssal Pelican, Oyuri orbit, Barnard’s Star system

      Sinzihea’s teeth bit into a savory sandwich. She intentionally chewed it with her mouth open to remind her prisoner Destiny of the delicious meal she was eating. And the fact that Destiny had not been fed in a day or so.

      “I have to admit the food in this system isn’t bad, considering all livestock and agriculture had to be imported from other worlds,” Sinzihea said taking another bite. “This reminds me of those juicy roast beef sandwiches I used to eat in Los Angeles. Those humans had no idea they were making a meal for an alien.”

      There was no reply from Destiny. She had her head pointed to her lap. Sleeping? Passed out? Meditating? Who knows?

      The ship wide intercom beeped, Sinzihea sighed and activated it with her mind. “Excuse me, Sinzihea,” said a bridge officer.

      “What is it? I’m busy.”

      “We just received a data transmission from the surface. I think you’d better take a look at it.”

      Couldn’t you just tell me what it is? “I’ll be right there.”

      Sinzihea exited, but not before carefully placing the sandwich at the edge of the desk closest to Destiny so that she could see and smell its alluring aroma. Extra torment in her absence.

      Sinzihea stepped into the bridge minutes later. Teleportation would have been faster considering the long elevator rides and walks across corridors just to get here, something she’ll have to make of note of for next time. She still had yet to adapt to life on such a mammoth sized ship such as this.

      “What is it?” she asked as she approached the communication workstation.

      The officer displayed the transmission in question to her via a small screen. It was notes, and files sent by Odelea. “I wasn’t expecting this,” Sinzihea said. “Have a small team of rangers meet me on the surface, I’m going to look at it.”

      “One last thing,” the officer said seconds before she was going to walk away. “Our lab on Rasi. It’s gone silent.”

      “Did our first wave of subjects come aboard?”

      “Not yet, those transports will be docking within the hour. But even then, three transports are missing from the convoy.”

      “Inform our associates on Rasi, have them check it out. What’s going on at Oyuri is much more important to me right now.”

      “Understood.”

      “Oh, and have someone check up on our prisoner in an hour. Make sure she doesn’t die on us, I still have many questions to ask.” Sinzihea walked toward the elevator, stopping just before its sliding doors were triggered to open. Right, just teleport to the lower decks.
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* * *

      Lyonrian structure, Oyuri, Barnard’s Star system

      Eicelea and Vynei along with Odelea appeared back into existence from the teleportation alcove. Eicelea rubbed her hands together in excitement upon seeing the holographic star map from earlier was still active, along with the computers displaying the Lyonria text.

      “Oh my gods,” Odelea said, walking into the room.

      “So, about those translations?” Eicelea asked.

      “I’ll...” Odelea hesitated in her answer as she looked back toward the alcove they just came from. “I will get on it.”

      Something didn’t seem right, something or someone was troubling Odelea, interfering with her mind set. “Are you okay?” Eicelea asked her.

      “I just, err never expected such a thing to exist. I’m worried if they are security devices we don’t know about.”

      Fair enough, Eicelea thought for she and Vynei didn’t even consider if they were walking into a trap or not.
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* * *

      Lyonrian ruins, Oyuri, Barnard’s Star system

      Few people stopped to stare when Sinzihea along with three rangers teleported into the ruined ancient city and walked toward the restricted area. The expedition team was far too interested in their discoveries to care, or take notice that a psionic walked around without a suit, relying on their barriers to protect them from the unbreathable air, an act the administration repeatedly reminded psionics was forbidden to do on this world.

      Chloe, Karklosea and Stolanei however, did take notice, and watched the four strong group of mysterious people walk toward the blocked off area of the ruins from around the corner. “I thought psionics were required to use the environment suits rather than their psionics?” Chloe asked them.

      “So did I,” Stolanei said.

      “What are rangers doing this far in?” Karklosea asked. “There shouldn’t be any major threats here.”

      “Rangers and a psionic that’s allowed to break the rules, something is up,” Chloe said.

      They followed, staying behind pillars and ancient homes while they allowed the psionic and her three ranger bodyguards to guide them. Eventually they stepped through a door that was already forced open, past a holographic blockade. They're up to something for sure, Chloe thought. But what?

      “Captain,” Karklosea transmitted to the Abyssal Explorer. “We are following a suspicious group of people inside a blocked off area of the Lyonrian city.”

      “Understood. Proceed with caution,” Ueyei transmitted. “Need you all back alive. I got rookie psionics manning your posts!”

      Karklosea chuckled, it was probably the first time Chloe had seen the steadfast woman laugh, hopefully not the last. “I’m sure they’ll do fine in our absence,” Karklosea said. “What other ships are in orbit?”

      “Just us and the Pelican right now, why?”

      “The people we spoke of teleported here,” Karklosea said. “I’m assuming from orbit since everyone who has business here already has a place to stay at the camps.”

      A minute passed as the three made sure they were ready to follow behind. Namely Karklosea and Stolanei, neither of them used rifles in combat and had to double check they knew where the safety was located. Chloe was going to need them for backup should things go sideways, as usual.
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* * *

      Lyonrian structure, Oyuri, Barnard’s Star system

      “Right there,” Sinzihea said, looking at her data pad. It displayed a recording of Eicelea’s findings from when they first came here. She then used her psionic mind to make the floating data pad hovering in front of her descend, unveiling the mysterious teleportation alcove to her vision. “Odelea, you are a strange one indeed.”

      Sinzihea nodded to the rangers, they powered on their weapons walked toward the alcove together. They all vanished from sight, and later Sinzihea as she came in after them.
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* * *

      “Freeze!”

      Startled, Eicelea, Vynei, and Odelea turned to face Sinzihea and her rangers while weapons were aimed in their direction. Vynei was quick to aim his rifle back. Not that it mattered as he was outnumbered. Odelea had hoped that Sinzihea would have at least waited a bit before swarming in like this, giving them time to move to the other rooms to explore, maybe even straight up avoid them, given the size of this place.

      “Now, now, now, let’s not get overly excited here,” Eicelea said to their aggressors. “The administration wouldn’t want this to turn into a blood bath, yes?”

      “We’re not with the administration,” Sinzihea said.

      “You can’t be raiders as you have top tier Radiance equipment,” Eicelea said.

      “Shut up!” Sinzihea shouted. “Odelea.” Sinzihea pointed to the corner. “Over there, you’ve done your job.” Odelea timidly stepped toward the corner of the room as instructed. Nobody could see the sweat pouring off her forehead from beneath her helmet.

      “You told them, didn’t you?” Eicelea said to Odelea. “Arg! I should have offered you credits for your silence!”

      “What else have you figured out since coming up here?” Sinzihea asked Odelea.

      Odelea refused to reply, she was no friend of the order despite what the others thought. She was there because of the voice. The voice told her to do it. And she couldn’t resist carrying out its wishes. Speaking of the voice, it called out to her again. “Why not tell her the truth?”

      “I can’t,” Odelea said aloud. Everyone in the room glared at her.

      “Who are you talking to?” Sinzihea asked.

      “Tell her, tell them what you learned and what else you can find out,” the voice said. “Make them drop their guard.”

      “Stop this!” Odelea shouted.

      Once again, control of her body was taken away, replaced with the burning need to do what the voice asked, in the same manner she was asked to kill Telinei. Her trembling hands reached out toward the console, and input a sequence of commands. The hologram vanished, and the room began to light up while other sections of the structure began to power on. Chamber by chamber, hallway by hallway, the entire fortress they were inside began to awaken from its long multi-millennium slumber.
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* * *

      Chloe, Karklosea, and Stolanei stood next to the alcove they saw the psionic and her bodyguards vanish into. “I hope you know how to use those,” Chloe said, pointing at their rifles.

      “First time for everything, as your people would say,” Stolanei said.

      Chloe led the charge stepping forward into alcove. In an instant, she then later her two partners were teleported into a room where Odelea stood at a Lyonrian computer. The psionic and her three ranger bodyguards appeared to be holding two others hostage. The rangers turned around, surprised at Chloe and company crashing the party. The ranger’s rifles pointed toward them.

      Chloe took aim and fired the first shot.

      It was an all-out assault between the two sides.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Both Eicelea and Vynei were thankful at whoever it was that came through and started shooting up the place. The chaos in such a small space allowed them to run down the halls. Lights in the walls slowly started to activate and shine down as they ran through it, whatever Odelea did, she got main power working. There was a teleportation alcove at the end of the hall, escape was near. Or so Eicelea thought.

      Blue light flashed and the psionic from the ambush appeared behind them, her arms were glowing orange from what Eicelea saw as she quickly looked back. A blast of plasma was going to follow up if Eicelea’s knowledge of psionic combat was correct. And she was, a purple colored ball of plasma energy shot through the halls behind them, gaining on them with each passing second. The alcove was less than a meter away, so was the plasma ball. Eicelea could feel the heat of it from behind despite the protection of her environment suit and it was getting warmer.

      Seconds before they were to meet their end, they stepped through the alcove. It’s blue graceful light teleported them into another room deeper inside the ruins.

      They wondered if the plasma would get teleported with them.

      “Shoot it—”

      Before Eicelea could finish her order to Vynei, his rifle blasted away at the panel and anything else that looked important to the operation of the alcove they just got teleported to. The lights from the device quickly faded

      “If my theory is correct, both pads need to be working for one to use it,” she said.

      They waited, hoping the psionic would not come through, or her ball of plasma. Minutes passed and there were no signs of activity. The alcove was off line. They were safe.

      For now.

      “I don’t remember this room boss,” Vynei said, looking around.

      He was indeed correct, they had ventured into a new chamber. It was a boxed shaped room, with a sunken section directly in the middle. An oval shaped sculpture rested in the middle with a ring like platform around it. Hovering around it were several small holographic screens displaying text in the Lyonrian language.

      “Another exciting discovery,” Eicelea said, taking a closer look.

      “While people shoot at us.”

      “Just like in Morutrin! You should be used to this by now!”

      “They never had military equipment back in Morutrin.”
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* * *

      Odelea diligently continued to work on the ancient computers, unaffected by the roaring gun battle playing out in front of her. Even the stray bullets that came inches toward her head did not trigger any reactions or self-preservation thoughts. Finish the job, restore main power, and make it harder for the maidens to achieve success. The voice demanded it, Odelea had to do it.
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* * *

      Power slowly began to activate in the chamber Eicelea and Vynei found themselves in. The oval shaped object in the center of the room started to emit an emerald and purple glow.

      “Amazing” Eicelea said at the light show that was slowly taking form around them.

      She stepped closer to the oval object with her data pad in hand to take new readings, and record the data being projected by one of the holograms around it. Like the ones they saw earlier, it had a listing of stars, planets, and locations throughout the galaxy, and beyond. The Lyonria had been interested in them all, and quite possibly visited them in the past.
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* * *

      “They should not be seeing this, shoot them, shoot them booth,” the voice said to Odelea.

      Odelea rose her head up toward Chloe, Karklosea and Stolanei as they examined the bodies of the three rangers they dispatched in the gun battle. Odelea was so focused on her task she had no idea when the gun fight had ended, or that Chloe and her companions had been victorious. And where did Sinzihea go?

      It didn’t matter. The voice took control of her once again. “Both of them, shoot them both.” Odelea walked toward the dead rangers obtaining one of their rifles. Chloe was speaking to her as she saw her lips move through her helmets visor, but no words were being transmitted. Karklosea tried speaking then later Stolanei. Three mouths moving, no words and no concern in regard to what might be missed while Odelea held the rifle, checked its status and power levels. It was amazing, she never held one of these, yet knew exactly how to use it, and knew exactly how heavily the device in her hands would weigh in her delicate hands.

      “Shoot them both, their knowledge in the wrong hands could be devastating,” the voice said.

      Odelea looked at the three concerned friends around her, part of her that was aware of what was going on and was screaming, praying, pleading for this madness to end. Fearing that she would once again take the life of someone by force. Shoot them both... but who? There were three in front of her.

      Oh, those two.
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* * *

      “Odelea!” Chloe shouted.

      Like a nineteen-year-old commando, Odelea, sprinted toward the alcove behind them, and vanished. “This is disturbing,” said Stolanei.

      “This whole fucking place is,” said Chloe. “I’m not leaving her here, let’s get her.”
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* * *

      Sinzihea’s hands brushed away the wave of mist that hit her as she lowered the temperatures around the alcove Eicelea and Vynei escaped through. Her psionic plasma ball destroyed the alcove rather than teleported as she thought it would, igniting a large plasma fire as a result. She tinkered with the Lyonria device for a while growing frustrated that it wasn’t working.

      Should those two escape, they would no doubt alert everyone in the region that she was with the order, thus compromising all of the other order members on this planet living in secret. They needed to be silenced at once. Speaking of silence, the gun fighting from the room down the hall had stopped, which means either her team was dead or they had won. She turned around to gaze down the hall, there was no movement. Not a good sign, her men would have at least stood guard or came up here to offer her assistance.

      She jump ported back into the room to find her answers, three dead rangers and no sign of anyone else. At least the computers were working with main power almost restored, or least she hoped it was. Odelea’s data pad with her notes was still active rested next to the computer console. She stepped over to read its contents and Odelea’s quick translations. She hadn’t finished, power wasn’t fully restored. She read the screen more. There were some other things Odelea was in the process of activating which she didn’t finish.

      Sinzihea merged her psionic mind with it the data pad to absorb its information then went to work on the computer terminal, finishing whatever ancient process Odelea had started. Hannah will be pleased with the progress we made today!

      Odelea’s notes also had information on the ancient device found in the oceans of Rasi. Sinzihea made a mental note to follow up on that.
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* * *

      The teleportation alcove Odelea used transported her at the start of a wide corridor that eventually led her toward a long bridge with no railings. Below the bridge was a huge drop, rows of flashing lights, glowing pipes and mechanical gears were rotating. Psionic and electricity energy flowed through them in unison, from time to time tiny bolts of energy shot up like a lightning bolt. Across the bridge was a box shaped room that appeared to be floating. There was nothing physically holding it up, unless it was the bridge? No, impossible, a room of that size and mass relying on the bridge would still fall, snapping the bridge in half during the process.

      Odelea continued to walk across the bridge, the closer she got toward the box shaped room, the louder the sounds of Eicelea and Vynei speaking became. They were learning, they knew too much, they might interfere, they must be killed, the voice told her to do it.

      “I... will... fight you.” Odelea struggled to speak to the voice.

      “Telinei tried and paid the price,” said the voice. “Please do not resist us. Please do not make yourself suffer the same fate as Telinei for resistance.”
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* * *

      “Chloe must intervene,” Aviuheart’s voice spoke to Chloe.

      “Not now, really need my head straight,” Chloe said, mumbling the words.

      Chloe, Karklosea and Stolanei came to the same rail less bridge Odelea walked on heading toward the box shaped room. Chloe stepped onto the bridge, and gazed down at the strange apparatus down below. It’s a long way down... she thought, then returned her focus on Odelea.

      Chloe took one step forward. Then lost all control of her body. And part of her mind. “The Chloe must stop the hostilities of the Odelea.” Aviuheart’s voice echoed in Chloe’s head.

      “Major, what’s wrong?” Stolanei asked Chloe, no doubt concerned at how she stopped walking suddenly.

      “We allowed you to walk the path on your own,” said Aviuheart. “But now we must walk it for you to continue. Much like how the other ones force the Odelea.”

      Chloe’s hand slowly aimed her rifle toward Odelea. She was applying every bit of strength in her body to keep it down, none of it had any effect, and all she did was delay the inevitable by preventing her finger from moving toward the trigger. Her trigger finger twitched back and forth, her mind trying to keep it off it, Aviuheart’s will trying to get her to pull it.

      “Major!” Stolanei said, grabbing onto the barrel of her rifle, only for his hand to be forced away by a psionic force.

      Karklosea held onto Chloe’s shoulder and experienced a similar effect. She was launched backwards seconds later.

      “The Chloe owes us,” said Aviuheart “We could have let her embrace the truth while a new host is found. But the Chloe wishes to believe she is doing the right thing.” Chloe started to run toward Odelea who was now out of sight as she entered the box shaped room. “Such determination brought the Chloe here.”

      Odelea entered the room with the rifle aimed toward Eicelea and Vynei. Neither of them heard her enter, as they circled around the oval shaped object with interest. And it was that object that made Odelea’s aim not as accurate. She walked in closer to get a better and unobstructed view. It also put her out of viewing range of Chloe, who was seconds away from pulling the trigger. Just like Odelea, Chloe moved to get a better aim.

      Vynei was the biggest threat of the two, so Odelea’s aim fixed in on his head first as she moved herself to have a cleaner shot.

      “Forgive me,” Odelea said to them, grabbing their attention as the young scholar readied to end them.

      “Vynei!” Eicelea called out. “I’m not paying you to let her shoot me!”

      Vynei returned Odelea’s gesture and drew his weapon and hesitated to pull the trigger. “She’s so young boss.”

      No shots were fired, the voice made a last second change of plans, a new threat, one it did not foresee came around the corner.

      Chloe and her rifle rose to aim at Odelea.
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* * *

      “To Paryo with these suits!” Karklosea shouted and began to remove her environment suit.

      She cast a psionic barrier around her body to keep the air and temperature around her at safe levels. Her exquisite psionic gown and advanced cybernetics on her upper body and back were free from the confinements of the suit, and with that, came her ability to use her gifts freely with minimal issues.

      As the blue light from her jump port faded, she saw the standoff between, Chloe, Odelea and the Rabuabin bodyguard. There were visual signs that Chloe and Odelea were struggling to control their bodies from the visors of their helmets.

      Their rifles discharged, Karklosea’s reflexes formed a purple protective dome around both Chloe and Odelea, neither of their bullets connected thankfully. Karklosea’s telekinesis ended the confrontation, pulling their rifles out of their hands, forcing them to float toward then over the bridge. Gravity did the rest as Karklosea released her mind from the two weapons.
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* * *

      “Another way shall be found,” Aviuheart’s voice said to Chloe.

      Chloe felt her mind come back together, and take control of her body. “What the fuck was that?” she said afterwards.

      There was a noticeable warm feeling coming from the side of her combat armor. Chloe’s hand reached down into the side container where she stored the gem, the source of the heat. It was shining bright like a light bulb as she held it in her hands.

      “The gem,” Chloe said while Karklosea stepped next to her, shielding her eyes from the light. “I think it was controlling me.”

      “And her?” Karklosea said, pointing to Odelea.

      “Something wanted me to shoot them,” Odelea said.

      “And something was compelling me to shoot you.”

      Something, Chloe thought. Not something, someone, Aviuheart.

      The whole situation made no sense to Chloe, why would Aviuheart have her and Odelea shoot each other? No, there was something else in play here, another party, one that wasn’t friends with Aviuheart and her crew.
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* * *

      Sinzihea hands input the last command into the console. The final task that Odelea was trying to accomplish, whatever it was. Main power was already restored and according to Odelea’s rough translations, whatever it was she was trying to activate required an enormous amount of power.

      A high-pitched nauseating noise smashed through Sinzihea’s head. She fell to her knees screaming. Her psionic barrier shattered seconds later.
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* * *

      Karklosea collapsed to the floor, yelping in pain. Both Chloe and Stolanei ran over to assist her, Chloe dropped the gem on the floor. Karklosea hands were over her head like she was having a massive migraine. They couldn’t do much for her, they needed a doctor and quickly. The Abyssal Explorer was still in orbit, and Karklosea was in no state of mind to teleport up, it was all on Stolanei now. He began to remove his suit to gain access to his psionics much like how Karklosea did earlier. He then fell down to the floor, screaming in pain holding his head along with Karklosea.

      I guess that’s why psionics were required to wear the suits, Chloe thought as she looked back towards the gem on the floor. Aviuheart stood above it. Everyone in the chamber was clearly oblivious to Aviuheart's presence as she waved at Chloe smiling.

      Karklosea and Stolanei embraced each other, Chloe could see that their cybernetics was starting to glow and glitter at the same time. She joined up with them, hoping that her theory on the situation was correct, that they were combining their gifts together to muster enough power to teleport all three of them away.

      She was right.
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* * *

      Eicelea and Vynei looked up and down at each other respectively after witnessing everything that happened and torn at what to do next. Leave? Or continue to uncover the many secrets inside this room? Eicelea lifted her data pad toward her face. Pirates and salvagers in the Morutrin system never stopped her from venturing into ancient ruins, why should a mind controlled scholar, soldier and two psionics having a mental breakdown be any different?

      “Incredible, this structure is generating an immense level of psionic energy,” she said after analyzing the newly collected data. “It’s equal to the minds of seventy thousand psionics, and its growing exponentially with each second.”

      Several seconds later the oval shaped object in the room started to shudder. Eicelea looked on at with intrigue as her data pad’s screen populated with the latest information. The central section of the oval became black, then populated with specks of white dots, it looked like a door way into space. And according to her data pad, that was exactly what it was, until the imagery changed. The doorway into space turned into a doorway into a dark room.

      A signal from her missing drone began to ping her data pad shortly afterwards. Excited at the new-found discovery, she reconnected with it to discover what happened. The systems of the drone were partly locked down. A psionic mind had taken control of it.

      “I am starting to accept the distinct possibly we have over stayed our welcome here.”

      Odelea, from behind, snatched Eicelea’s data pad out from her hands.

      “Hey now!” Eicelea shouted to her.

      Odelea however, ignored Eicelea’s tiny form and angry facial expressions as she fingered the data pad, reviewing something. “She went ahead with the plan,” Odelea said after reading its contents.

      “Who did?”

      “Sinzihea, the psionic that attacked you in the other section,” Odelea said. “The celestial accession, this is where it begins, and they’re several years too early. She must not have known what she was doing.”
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* * *

      Celestial Order camp site, Oyuri, Barnard's Star system

      Hannah’s body leapt out of her bed fast enough to startle all the monks around her. “No, no, no this is wrong!” she screamed. “Not enough biomaterial, not remotely close. Jazz and Chloe, you’ve ruined everything! Odelea you’ve betrayed us!”

      “I don’t understand,” said a concerned monk.

      “Prepare the wraiths for the accession,” said Hannah. “We’ll have to make do with what we have and hope for the best.”

      “The first wave from the Rasi complex is being secured on the Pelican now.”

      Hannah moved away from the bed like a deity in control of the universe. She stopped before the airlock to yell one last order before leaving. “Unleash them on Oyuri.”
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      Dark Star above old Lyonria dig site, Derkurio, Morutrin system

      The Dark Star hovered above a rugged rocky vista. There was a drop in the landscape that formed into a deep crevasse. To the surprise of Trin, Phylarlie, and Ella still in control of Avearan’s body insisted they continue with the mission, venturing into the lost Linl expedition dig site to find any goods that could be salvaged. Besides, being a salvager was dangerous work and operating without a doctor was just plain suicide, Trin could use the credits they earn from this to hire one.

      And with each passing minute, it became quite clear to Phylarlie that she’d probably never see the empire again, unless Torval ended up dead, then all outstanding assassin kill orders would become void as per Hashmedai law. She couldn’t bring herself to complete her task, killing Avearan whose mind wasn’t even in her body. Avearan had become someone else, someone she started to like, a friend, something she didn’t really have in life outside of her sister. The Morutrin system more or less just gained a new resident one that would be staying there forever. Thankfully she already knew her way around having lived here for the last year anyway.

      “Doesn’t look like anyone’s been here recently,” Trin said as his mind guided the Dark Star closer to the crevasse. “Should be lots of salvage down below still.”

      “You sure about this?” Ella asked Phylarlie

      “My other option is to carry out my mission and kill you,” she said. “I’m not sure how that will affect your real body back with the humans.”

      “Which has me worried,” said Ella. “They’ve run into a major situation, the Hashmedai are launching another invasion.”

      Phylarlie winced upon hearing that. “The empress just won’t give up. How are the humans doing?”

      “Avearan has been silent, seems they are getting ready for a major attack on their spot. Lots of planning and talking and keeping her in the dark, I was locked up there after all.”

      “Then it’s your body we need to be more concerned about if they kill you,” Phylarlie said.

      “Let’s focus on this,” Ella said, walking toward the open entrance of the Dark Star.

      “Have you gotten a better idea on how to use her psionics?” Phylarlie asked after staring outside to the wide and deep valley below.

      A small stream of blue psionic light propelled Ella back two meters. She smiled at Phylarlie after her demonstration and said, “I’d say so.”

      “After everything you went through,” Trin said, walking toward them. “You still want to help?”

      “Just promise me you’ll use the credits to hire a doctor after this job,” Phylarlie said to him. “I’ll go my own way afterwards.”

      Trin’s upper cybernetic body started to glow as he began to teleport the three of them toward the surface below.
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* * *

      Old Lyonria dig site, Derkurio, Morutrin system

      Seconds later they materialized at the bottom of the crevice. The heat from the sunlight was intense, enough to kill a Hashmedai after several minutes of direct unprotected exposure. Thankfully heat was a non-issue, a psionic barrier protected all three from the environment, not to mention being inside the caves shielded their light sensitive eyes from the bright sunlight. The caves were tunneled out years ago by a team that tried and failed to make it to the buried Linl ship in the area.

      They ventured further in, clearing away debris and rocks until signs of the old dig site was found. Damaged computers, holo beacons still shining its light, tools, and skeletal remains of the Linl that died here. Trin began the tedious task of teleporting everything that looked valuable back and forth to the Dark Star. Phylarlie and Ella moved further in to locate more loot for him and to finish the task of unburying the ship they were a mere ten meters away from.

      Ella’s ESP guided them toward the airlock of the old Linl ship as her telekinesis powers cleared away the rubble around it. “Seems to be still intact,” Phylarlie said, closely examining it.

      “It’s a shame we can’t bring the whole ship up, that would be worth millions in spare parts alone,” Trin said after taking a long look at the outer hull of the ship.

      “Can’t your psionic powers do it?” Phylarlie asked him.

      “Not with us two, perhaps if everyone else wasn’t injured, maybe.” Trin smiled at the overturned computer console at his feet. He and the computer vanished into blue light.
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* * *

      Dark Star above old Lyonria dig site, Derkurio, Morutrin system

      Trin arrived back on the Dark Star next to a pile of valuables he collected from the dig site below. He added the computer he just swiped to the collection, then frowned on seeing Bira in the cockpit. She looked worried. Given their situation, he had no choice but to quickly teach her the basics of flying the Dark Star and monitoring ship wide systems. Hope everything is okay, he thought and walked toward her.

      “Don’t crash my ship, if that’s what you’re worried about,” he said to her.

      “Not worried about that,” Bira said, keeping her eyes on the screen in front of her. “I’m worried about what that ship is up too.”

      She pointed toward a blip on the screen. There was indeed a ship on an intercept course. Pirates, it has to be them. Trin shut his eyes as his ESP reached out and touched the hull of the incoming ship and its familiar markings and layout.

      “Crimson Arrow class ship,” he said quietly.

      “It’s heading right for us,” said Bira.

      “And it just charged its weapons,” he said, aware because of his ESP scan. “Raise shields!”
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* * *

      Crimson Arrow above old Lyonria dig site, Derkurio, Morutrin system

      The Crimson Arrow descended toward the three-hundred-year-old Dark Star, sending bolts of green plasma hurling at it. Parcisei sat at the helm, flying circles around the ship taking random shots at it whenever he pleased. The Dark Star’s shields dropped five to eight percent with each hit.

      “Quite the learning experience isn’t it Danyal?” Parcisei asked.

      Danyal sat on one of the rear chairs in the cockpit, the tone of his voice had very little enthusiasm in it. “Not really.”

      “Why not? Isn’t this exciting and full of information? You would have never known about this kind of life stuck in prison on Earth.”

      “So, you got me out to sit back and watch this?”

      Parcisei laughed at his comment as he continued to shoot, forcing the Dark Star to move away from the pit. “I’m doing this to keep you alive,” Parcisei said. “The order will recognize that you and I worked together and will trust you. Trust you enough to allow you to take the throne of the empire when the time comes.”

      “Allow?”

      “If all goes well for us, and I’m sure it will. We’ll be calling the shots as to who rules the empire, and union.” Parcisei said, Danyal grunted. His mind needs to be tempered. “After this, I’m going to take you to see Fahia. As I said before, she’s like Dalhakei. She has a way of making people see the true path of our cause. Assuming we are successful here of course, Fahia will be furious if we don’t get that gem back.”

      Parcisei, in command of the Crimson Arrow forced it to continue its attack. The Dark Star now out of range of the camp below returned fire. A third party entered the plasma dance, flying down from orbit, a pirate cruiser. They were right on time as per Parcisei’s instructions. Between the aggressive weapons exchange of the two attacking ships, the Dark Star was unable to return to the dig site and block the pirate ship and Crimson Arrow from rapidly moving forward and landing.
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* * *

      Old Lyonria dig site, Derkurio, Morutrin system

      The sound of plasma discharge and small explosions from the outside prompted Ella to communicate with Trin. “Trin what’s going on?” she asked.

      “We’re under attack, stand by.”

      Phylarlie’s body became invisible via her psionic cloaking device after she made several jump ports toward the entrance of the cave and hoped that the barrier Ella bestowed on her didn’t fail due to her being out of range. Up above in the burning sunlight she saw a pirate ship slowly lower itself into the rocky dip below. A small door opened and a team of them wearing armored environment suits rappelled down via ropes, all them armed with rifles.

      Phylarlie jump ported back to Ella to deliver the bad news and request the next logical plan of action. “Get us back to the Dark Star.”

      Ella nodded then began to enter a teleportation trance. A long trance, one where no teleporting happened. She stopped, took a deep breath, and tried again.

      Finally, the cybernetics on her body began to shimmer and glow.

      Then nothing.

      “You don’t know how, do you?” Phylarlie asked.

      “I thought I had this down.”

      Multiple feet crunched on the sand and rocks from the cave behind them. Each step becoming louder than the previous. The pirates were getting closer and they were still standing there as Ella focused once again to attempt the simple task of teleportation.

      “Ella.” Phylarlie said, meaning for her to get a move on.

      “The Dark Star keeps moving, he needs to keep it still,” she said.

      “That will make it a sitting target.”

      A new plan was needed, one that didn’t revolve around directly fighting the pirates given their current position. Phylarlie knew the pirates sent several men down, she didn’t know the exact number, just that they were outnumbered. Phylarlie may have been a psionic assassin and Ella was a human stuck in a psionic body, but that didn’t mean they could walk away from the fight. Ella clearly demonstrated she wasn't fully adept at using Avearan’s skills, the fight would have seen them kill some of the pirates only for the pirates to overwhelm them with their numbers and achieve victory in the end. Then there was the barrier Ella was tasked with keeping up on her and Phylarlie at the same time. She would have to enter full on psionic combat while keeping those both up and strong enough to survive the harsh environment of the planet. Ella was not ready for that level of psionic multitasking.

      The Linl ship, it was their only chance. Phylarlie’s finger pointed toward the smooth hull of the ship in front of them. “This will have to do.”

      Two streaks of blue light swept the two inside, Phylarlie was grateful Ella was at least able to do that. The inside of the ship was dark as expected, not an issue for Phylarlie as her Hashmedai eyes glowed a bright red-orange, allowing her vision to adjust and see the interior of the ship they just came aboard. Best part? There was air and not extremely hot temperatures inside. Life support systems were still active after all these years. The ship still had some power left.

      “Trin we’re taking cover inside the Linl ship,” Phylarlie transmitted to him. “Pirates came down after us.”

      “Just come back up with us,” Trin said.

      “Ella still hasn’t learned that skill yet. We’re going to need you to come down and teleport us.”

      “Got my hands full keeping these two ships off the Dark Star.”

      “I suppose remaining idle long enough for Ella to try and teleport us up is out of the question then?”

      “The best means of keeping this ship together is me at the helm taking evasive action, ideally in orbit.”

      Phylarlie sighed. “Then leave, don’t throw away your lives for us, we’ll have to survive.”

      “As you wish,” Trin transmitted and the communication ended.

      “I want you to know for the record, Avearan disapproves,” Ella said.

      “Then tell her to switch back and fix this problem.”

      “She’s got her own problems on Titan.”

      “And we got ours,” said Phylarlie, motioning her to follow. “Let’s move, maybe we can find something to help us out.”
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* * *

      Heavy weapons fire from both the pirate ship and the Crimson Arrow forced the Dark Star to flee into orbit. Neither ship followed as Trin had thought, instead they came back to land. Both Parcisei and Danyal exited equipped with full Radiance combat armor and Hashmedai space suit respectively. They followed the path into the caves stopping at a gathering of four pirates in front of a buried ship.

      “They sealed themselves inside,” one pirate said to Parcisei as they meddled with the wires of an opened control panel next to the airlock entrance.

      “The psionic stays with me,” Parcisei said to them. “Do what you please with the other one and any loot you find aboard.”

      “Oh, we most certainly will.”

      A flawless hotwire of the doors was completed. The airlock doors struggled to open quickly with what little power they had, giving them access to the old ship, and the desire to remove their helmets and take in the breath of fresh air from within.
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* * *

      Burred Linl ship, Derkurio, Morutrin system

      Phylarlie and Ella’s traverse through the ship led them into small darkened room. Judging by the boxes Phylarlie suspected it to be a storage area. Several Lyonria artifacts were present, some were on the floor, and others were in the process of being loaded inside the boxes.

      “I never realized how well Hashmedai can see in the dark until now,” Ella whispered to her.

      They heard a loud thud, echoing down the hallways. Unwanted company was en-route.

      “They’re here, let’s keep quiet.”

      Phylarlie once again cloaked as she moved toward the entrance of the storage room to see how far away the pirates were. Ella continued to walk slowly through the mess of old Linl scanning devices and Lyonria trinkets until she saw something that seemed out of place at the far end of the room. A drone, a Radiance made one at that. This ship was in operation and lost before the Linl joined the union. How would a Radiance made drone make it inside?

      Most puzzling of all? It was still emitting light, it was active.

      Ella used her psionic mind to join with the drone, in hopes of being able to read its data banks and find out where it came from. Lots of data projected into her mind, most of it just system messages, operation status. It would take a while to find recorded footage and logs. She sat down on a ring-shaped platform next to the drone, while her mind continued to sift through it. Suddenly, the gem Avearan always held onto began to glow red, Ella’s mind started to wander.

      “Your task is almost complete, do not resist,” Nivrui said.

      All control of Ella’s body started to fade at the unwavering urge to do what Nivrui asked of her. She raised her hand, and slid it across the smooth surface of an oval shaped object behind her.
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* * *

      UNE Black Site, Titan, Sol system

      “Your task is almost complete, do not resist.”

      Avearan while in control of Ella’s body rose from her bed. Her joined mind with Ella revealed that she was inside a storage room aboard the Linl ship they had run to. And that Nivrui was telling her to do things, controlling her body, Avearan felt the same, the sudden desire to do what Nivrui wanted. However, unlike Ella, her thoughts and body were wholly in her own control.

      Later Avearan sensed Ella standing up as she received instructions on how to activate the oval shaped device she was sitting in front of. A holographic interface appeared next to Ella, its light emitted from the projection highlighted her presence like a spotlight in a dark room.

      “The Ella and Avearan’s minds have switched again,” Nivrui said. “They do not possess the knowledge of how to prevent it.”

      Avearan saw the oval object gain power from an external force, the central part of the object began to display the blackness of space then later the insides of a box shaped room. A Vorcambreum woman wearing an environment suit appeared from the center of the object. It was a doorway, to another world. A Rabuabin man also in a suit holding a magnetic rifle stood behind her, along with a third person. A young Aryile woman by the looks through her helmets visor.

      “Prepare yourself for the celestial accession,” Nivrui said. “The other ones are close to preventing it.”

      Once again, Avearan felt compelled to go through the oval gateway, simply because the voice of Nivrui said so. However, the feeling was coming from Ella not her, and there was no doubt in her mind had the gem been next to her, she would have lost control of her body and be forced to do whatever Nivrui wished. The gem, the goddess, the Lyonria, and their tech. There was a connection, and she was witnessing it through Ella’s thoughts.
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      Abyssal Pelican, Oyuri orbit, Barnard's Star system

      Flesh and metal burned away as Veloshira removed her twin plasma daggers out from the chest of the final ranger. After days of being lost and stuck on Abyssal Pelican and the exhausting and trial and error of exploring through its many halls and floors, she and Eupiar found the room containing Eupiar’s laptop.

      Eupiar appeared after shutting down her cloak, the sight of her laptop still in one piece made her smile. And it turned out, nobody managed to break her security encryption of her critical files just those that were unencrypted, excellent. Eupiar quickly pulled open a panel on the wall, revealing a marvel of wires and a tiny data port. She placed one of her data leeching devices onto it, then returned to her laptop in hopes that it would work, transferring all information in the ship’s systems to her laptop.

      Several holographic screens appeared, all of them containing either data stored in the Pelican’s data banks, or security camera footage. She was in.

      “Quickly,” Veloshira said as she returned to stealth.

      “This ship is... holy fuck,” Eupiar glanced over the treasure trove of data that was being uploaded to her laptop. Then she remembered Veloshira didn’t speak English. “There’s too many sections, and new security protocols I’m not sure how to break some of them,” she said in Hashmedai.

      A minute later, she found the location of Destiny’s cell after her Radiance to English translation matrix kicked in. Her computer work managed to shut down all elevator functions as well as power and communication for the section of the ship they were in, leading toward Destiny.

      “Let’s go,” she said to her invisible comrade.

      “What’s our plan?”

      “Don’t die.”

      The rescue mission was a go. They were in their semi invisible state and moved through the now darkened halls. Eupiar led the way having memorized the directory. They arrived at the interrogation room where Destiny was being held. Two rangers stood in front of the door, side by side. They both fell to the floor dead as Veloshira appeared before them, thrusting her glowing green blades through both of their chests simultaneously.

      Inside they saw Destiny slumped over in a chair, weakened, and moaning in pain. “Des, wake up,” Eupiar said, releasing her from her bindings. It took some time, but Destiny eventually rose from her imprisonment, and limped over to the cold sandwich on the desk in front of her, eating it in three massive bites. “Seriously?” Eupiar said to her.

      “I’m fucking starving,” Destiny said then swallowed the last bite. “Next time I see that bitch, she dies.”

      Eupiar quickly removed the suit she was relying on for protection and stealth, and handed it to Destiny. “This will fit you better than me,” she said to her.

      “You need to stay safe Eupiar.”

      “I have computer stuff to do,” she said, pointing to her laptop.

      Destiny grinned at her as she got into the outfit, Jazz’s black armored trench coat. It looked a lot cooler on Destiny that it did on Eupiar and her small seventeen-year-old body. Now for the next phase in their escapade. Escaping from the ship.

      The trio left the room looking down the halls. The coast was clear, though the voices of several people speaking Radiance could be heard. Eupiar led them toward the docking bay where the Silver Raven was still impounded while Veloshira and Destiny became translucent. Upon their arrival to the docking bay, they all saw strange looking human like creatures being rounded aboard a few transport ships. The beings had a red gem fused onto their foreheads and emitted a purple aura around their bodies.

      “What are those?” Destiny asked.

      “They weren’t here when we left,” Eupiar said.

      Eupiar instructed both Veloshira and Destiny to move toward the entrance of the Silver Raven. Since they were both in stealth, the likelihood of anyone finding them was slim, now all that remained was for her to get over without being seen by the patrolling rangers.

      You can do this, you’re young, small, and fast, they won’t see you! Eupiar thought, she needed all the words of encouragement during this tricky maneuver. Two guards turned around and continued their patrol path, moving away from the Silver Raven and toward the transports at the end of the docking bay. Now was the time.

      Eupiar sprinted forward, hiding behind the Silver Raven then swiftly with her Hashmedai-human hands accessed a small holo screen from her laptop. It linked with the Silver Raven’s computer systems, and she input a command to force the door at the front to open. Destiny and Veloshira slunk aboard first, nobody suspected a thing. Now it was her turn, though this part should be easy enough since they were now able to cover her from inside. She poked her head from around the corner, the two guards were still walking away, and the crew attending to the zombie looking creatures was too focused to notice the Silver Raven’s door swing open.

      “I’m coming in,” Eupiar transmitted.

      “You’re good,” Destiny said.

      She started to count down in her head. Five, four, three, two, everything was still clear. One! She ran away from the aft end of the ship and toward the front, where the main entrance was. Nobody turned around to look. Please, stay that way, please stay that way!

      Her footsteps clanged on the metallic flooring of the inside of the Silver Raven’s cargo hold.

      She was inside.

      So was a ranger, who leapt down from the upper deck. His rifle pointed toward her.

      She didn’t know what else to do, where was Destiny? Where was Veloshira? They said it was safe! Clearly, they hadn’t checked up top. She had no choice, she couldn’t turn and run, and he could shoot her, the only way out of this was to fight him head on, just like her friends in the HLF would have done in a situation like this.

      She pulled out her plasma pistol that was still holstered to her side and brought it upwards to shoot the ranger. If she could just get a shot off before his shields activated, maybe, just maybe she could win.

      A blue bubble flicked around the ranger, his shields came online. No!

      Eupiar was attacked by a force behind her. Her body fell forward onto the cold hard floor. Gunshots passed above her body seconds later. Someone was on top of her, holding her down, protecting her. A semi invisible force. Destiny.

      She looked up during the encounter and saw Veloshira appear and thrust her daggers into the back shields of the ranger. Follow up stabs and lunges came next, chipping away, and draining the ranger’s shields. He wasn’t too happy about that as he spun around with his rifle, the butt end of it crashed into the side of Veloshira’s face causing her to fall backwards missing her final strike that could have ended the conflict.

      The ranger turned his back on Eupiar to deal with Veloshira. His rifle aimed down toward her, his finger ready to pull the trigger. So Eupiar did just that with her pistol, and fired multiple blasts of plasma into the back of the ranger. The first two shots shattered what was left of his shields, the follow up barrage started to melt a hole into the back of his armor, then later vaporizing a hole through him. He fell over dead. Eupiar, however, kept on shooting placing burn marks onto the wall. It wasn’t until there were four burns on the wall that she realized they were saved.

      Destiny decloaked from behind her, and helped her back up to her feet. “Damn, girl, nice shooting,” she said, patting Eupiar on the head.

      “I was aiming for his head.”

      Chatter and yelling in Radiance came from outside. The guards from the docking bay, had heard what happened, and saw them standing around. Eupiar ran to the side to shut the door as Veloshira got back to her feet and pulled out her plasma rifle to exchange weapons fire with the Radiance guards outside. Destiny joined in the fun having stolen the dead ranger’s rifle.

      Slowly the doors started to shut, but not before the whole bay and probably the whole ship was alerted to the combat. Their situation became more apparent upon entering the cockpit and glancing out of the forward windshield, they were slowly becoming surrounded by a chain by rangers.

      Eupiar went back to work with her laptop which she still had access to some of the Pelican’s systems. She managed to shut down the tractor beam that was still holding the Silver Raven in place along with all the external ones. Now to work on the doors up ahead.

      Access denied was the response she got.

      “No one else but us aboard,” Destiny said, having completed her check of the ship, something they probably should have been done when they first got on.

      “We’re free to move, but I can’t get the doors open,” Eupiar said to Veloshira in Hashmedai.

      The Silver Raven’s shields could be seen flickering from the windshield as bullets from all angles slammed into it. With the ship free to fly, Veloshira took control of it and moved it forward while still within the confines of the docking bay. Multiple thuds could be heard as she ran many of the closer rangers over.

      The move got Destiny to laugh a bit. “Vel would be great at playing GTA.”

      Several psionics teleported ahead and began to float in the air, summoning salvo after salvo of purple plasma onto the Silver Raven as it continued to run down then later shoot everyone in sight. Several sections of the docking bays doors started to slowly melt from the Silver Raven’s plasma cannon fire. It gave Eupiar an idea.

      “I can’t get the doors open. Can we shoot our way out?” she asked Veloshira.

      “I see no other option at this point,” she said.

      A cascading flow of plasma shot away from the Silver Raven, vaporizing rangers and psionics that didn’t move away quick enough, while destroying the transport ships in a series of chaotic and multi blast explosions. All this, in an attempt to blow away the main bay doors that confined them. Smoke began to fill the docking bay from the fires that ignited. There wasn’t much in terms of life on the outside, with the exception of the strange zombie creatures. They seemed to have come back to life after getting obliterated, at least the ones that weren’t all out vaporized.

      Finally, the docking bay doors exploded, burned body parts, debris and all sorts of junk from the action, everything, everyone was spewed out into space while the Silver Raven flew forward, making its escape. The planet Oyuri was just below them, then later behind them as Veloshira entered a course back to Rasi and entered sub light speeds.
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* * *

      “Report!” Captain Peluei demanded on hearing a hull breach alarm sound on the bridge of the Pelican.

      “The Hashmedai ship managed to escape,” Senliea said, reading the data coming in from her screen. “Shall we pursue?”

      “No.” Peluei shook his head. “Hannah has requested we deliver the wraiths to the surface at once, let’s put them on transports as planned and send them off, then pursue.”

      “They’ve been lost, sir,” Senliea reported. “Either we teleport them down, or...”

      “Upset the seer? I think not. Muster up what psionics you can and teleport them,” he said, wondering what would happen to the psionics who teleport down. Unprotected ones would have their minds ripped apart.

      “That ship isn’t going anywhere, all Radiance patrols have been notified that it’s a Hashmedai ship. If we don’t catch it, they will.”

      “Radiance will destroy it and everyone aboard,” he said, returning to his command chair. “We still need them for further questioning.”
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* * *

      Radiance R&D complex, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      The lone wraith that escaped from the labs ran through the empty tram tunnels until it started to get used to the cybernetic implants it had installed on its insides as well as the psionic chip in its brain. Jump porting and teleportation became a part of its long list of tricks it could perform. It attacked a group of rangers as it exited the tunnels, spreading its viral essence into their wounds, well at least the ones whose brains were still partly active. Active brains were necessary for the mutation process in which the victims’ wounds healed instantly and their bodies transformed into wraiths while their minds rewired and joined a collective hive mind. A hive mind that grew larger as more people became infected. A hive mind where their queen existed in another plane of existence. Aether space.

      Alisha screamed for help and banged on the windows of the darkened lab she was locked up in, upon witnessing scores of Radiance personnel run toward the exit of the complex with fear fueling their legs. Nobody stopped to hear pleas for help, they were all concerned about themselves. All of them except one person, who cut their way into the lab with a plasma sword.

      It was Jainuzei.

      “Oh my god, thank you!” she said, running toward him with a strong hug “Or should I say oh my gods?” She let go of him and looked out from the now sliced open door at the panic that was running by. “What happened?”

      “I was hoping you could tell me,” he said. “I was ordered to respond to a distress call.”

      “And you came here first, huh?”

      “I was worried about you more than anything.”

      “Jazz was here, along with two others, they went to the labs requiring top level clearance.”

      A female psionic, Javnis, along with several rangers entered. Jainuzei looked at the psionic and said, “Dargonea, come with me.” Then to the rangers he said, “Take her to the evac transport, our evac transport.”

      “Yes sir,” one of the rangers said

      Alisha walked toward the comforting grace of the rangers, before leaving she called out to Jainuzei.

      “I will deal with this issue Alisha,” he said to her.

      “Make him pay.” By him she meant Jazz.

      “May the gods’ light shine upon you,” Jainuzei said to her.

      She smiled and said, “May their light shine upon you as well.”

      She felt happy being able to say that to him, confirmation that she had accepted the word of the gods. Not just any word, the real one that the Celestial Order teaches. Speaking with Dalhakei had brought so much clarity into her life, the sole reason she was being rescued was because of the will of the gods. They sent Jainuzei to get her, a reward for accepting their will.

      Dargonea and Jainuzei both teleported away as Alisha was led away with the rangers to a transport waiting for them at the cargo bay for the complex.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Jazz and Vaishea gunned down the last of the psionic zombies as the doors to their transport shut. The numbers of the zombies were increasing while the dead order members continued to mutate and join the party.

      Heurol began the complex task of flying all three transports full of human survivors at the same time, with his mind. Above them was a pair of sliding doors on the ceiling, linking the labs to the outside world. The three transports rose toward the ceiling seconds before the gunned down zombies fully healed and got back to their feet.

      The human psionic zombies were capable of jump porting and using telekinesis to float in the air much like normal psionics. They began to unleash beams of energy from their bodies, blasting away at the already weak shields the transport ships had to start with.

      “I was really hopin’ they weren’t gonna do that,” Jazz said, looking through the windshield as a beam came toward them.

      “I knew the order were insane cultists, but this?” said Heurol. “Do they really think their gods want this?”

      “Our gods would never support this,” said Vaishea.

      The upper doors slowly opened, and carefully Heurol started to move all three transports up toward it in single file. That was until Dargonea and Jainuzei teleported in, between the blinding blue beams from the zombies and plasma disks hurled by Dargonea, shields of all three transports were nearing critical levels.

      “Our shields aren’t going to last long at this rate,” Heurol said. Suddenly Jazz noticed the transport stopped rising altogether. Heurol’s face became flustered. “Damn it, that psionic, she’s forcing the doors to shut, I can’t move us any further!” Their transport began to wobble back and forth, causing all the refugees onboard to panic and tremble. “And she’s tapping into our controls!” Heurol said.

      “Keep tryin’ yo.”

      “I’m mentally over tasked, I can’t keep up.”

      Do I seriously gotta get out and push? Jazz thought as he eyed an environment suit from the overhead store bin, the closest thing they had to combat armor. “Feel free to come back and find me,” he said, starting the complex task of putting the suit on in the crowded transport cabin.

      Jazz pushed several people out of the way as he made his way to the exit. He reached up to the side button to open the door when he was stopped. Vaishea held onto him. He spun around and saw she too was suited up.

      “Feel free to find us,” she said, correcting him.

      They leapt out of the transport as its shields irised, allowing them to go through. The low gravity of the planet allowed them to fall slowly enough to land safely and to take aim and shoot down all of the zombies waiting for them on the ground as well as the floating zombies that were jump porting around blasting at the three transports.

      Upon their impact on the floor, they both dove and rolled in unison avoiding plasma from Dargonea and her attempts at pulling them with telekinesis. When they came to, their rifles erupted slowly chipping away at Dargonea’s psionic shields, pilling on enough pressure for her to focus on them solely and ignore the transports, and the door leading to their escape. The upper doors began to open once again and all three transports escaped away into the blizzard outside.

      As expected, the zombies started to heal and come to their feet while Jainuzei moved into cover behind a cargo create much like both Jazz and Vaishea did. Blue light flashed some time afterwards, Dargonea teleported away, going after the transports Jazz suspected.

      “Heurol, heads up you might have incoming!” Jazz messaged him.

      “I’ve noticed,” Heurol said, grumbling.

      “You gonna be cool?”

      “Stop talking to me, and I’ll have a better chance of survival,” Heurol said, cutting the communication off instantly.

      Jazz sighed. “Fucking asshole.”

      Vaishea peeked up and took a few shots toward Jainuzei. Multiple shots were fired back, Jazz from his end of the container added his fury into the battle, allowing his rifle to roar.

      “It would appear you have me outnumbered,” Jainuzei shouted as he put his weapon away, and raised his arms to surrender.

      Jazz was grateful for it. Some of the resurrected zombies were starting to clue in where he and Vaishea were hiding. Their rifles put them down once again.

      “Impressive, aren’t they?” asked Jainuzei while the last zombie fell over.

      “Not really, the one I fought a while back was much stronger. And even then, we killed his ass,” Jazz said to him. “So, you speak English now?”

      “Alisha, she motivated me to finish learning it,” Jainuzei said.

      Jainuzei mentioning her name caused Jazz to clench his fists and grit his teeth. “How the fuck do you know her?”

      “I know all about you because of her,” Jainuzei said. “I know how you murdered her husband, how you fraternize with the Hashmedai. Then you locked her up like a caged animal to fend for herself as you unleash the wraith upon this world.”

      Wraith huh? Much easier to say than psionic zombie, that’s for damn sure. “So that’s what you call these things? Ya know that’s fucked up, right? A science project using humans to produce these things.”

      “Humans, Linl, Aryile, any species can become touched by the wraith. But only humans have the genetic structure necessary to produce a wraith strong enough to survive the accession process.”

      Thanks for the intel. “Why are you telling us this?”

      “Because I truly believe that you and I are the same, Jake,” Jainuzei stepped out of his cover and slowly walked out in the open. “Alisha is drawn to me, as she was to you in the past. We are both warriors who were pushed away by the women we loved due to our commitment to our cause during a time of war. The difference is, I saw the true path the gods laid out to me, you did not. I cannot blame you for that however, the gods never had their word spread to Earth, not during the time you became a lost soul, wandering around aimlessly, with no guidance, unable to see the path in the distance, Alisha too along with the entire human race.”

      “Whatever, pal,” Jazz said.

      “Oh, but it is true, this is why you were led astray by the Hashmedai who don’t follow the path, the ones that would rather embrace their evil ways rather than accept change. I do not blame you for Jason’s death, and continue to ask Alisha to forgive you. But such a thing will never happen, not while you remain who you are. And so, I ask you Jake, follow us, drop your arms, let me take you in, cleanse your mind and show you the path you are supposed to follow. The path I follow, the path the Celestial Order follows, the path Alisha now follows, the path Hannah guides us all on.”

      “What?”

      Jazz didn’t know what to think, was this man telling the truth? Alisha? A follower of the order and Hannah? These were the two people he risked himself to come back for during the invasion of Earth. They were the only people he gave a damn about in life, even after they split. If he was telling the truth, this officially made Alisha and Hannah the enemy. Had things gone his way, had he not failed, he could have brought them to the empire during his escape from Earth. This all could have been avoided.

      Jainuzei laughed at Jazz’s silence, what he said hit him hard, and he knew it. “Alisha believes in our cause now, she is one of us, and you can too, she will forgive you and accept you as a friend once again,” Jainuzei continued. “And I know this is what you want, Alisha and Hannah as an enemy is something you can never live with or accept.”

      No, no, no, this is fucked up man, totally fucked up!

      “The Jazz wishes to be with Hannah and the Alisha,” Emelia’s voice echoed in his mind. “The Jazz only needs to follow the Jainuzei.”

      “Jazz. I don’t care if you believe in our gods or not,” said Vaishea. “But his gods and mine are not the same, don’t listen to him.”

      “Do not resist,” Emelia spoke to Jazz.

      Emelia’s words bored into Jazz’s mind, he felt compelled to do what she asked. Get up and make friends with Jainuzei.

      But only briefly, his mind and body was still his to control.
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* * *

      Imperial Palace, Paryo, Uemaesce system

      Kroshka was awoken from her sleep, with a strange urge to walk toward an Aryile man named Jainuzei. But such a thing would be impossible, for she was dozens of light years away from whoever this man is. Her pendant rested on the nightstand next to her began to glow brightly, generating enough light in her dark chambers to illuminate her bed and everything around it.

      “Do not resist.”

      “Emelia.” Kroshka whispered to herself as she held the pendant in her hands.

      Emelia may have taken Jazz as a host, but the gem she originated from was still in Kroshka’s possession.

      Jazz’s control of his body was his and his alone.

      Kroshka could sense the annoyance in Emelia’s thoughts the longer she held onto the pendant.
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* * *

      Radiance R&D complex, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      “It would seem my words have fallen on deaf ears,” Jainuzei said.

      “Oh, I heard ya,” Jazz said. “I just don’t give a flying fuck.”

      “So be it,” Jainuzei said calmly, drawing his rifle.

      The two feuding men returned to the weapons fire exchange, Jainuzei focusing on tactics with his attacks. Jazz focusing on vengeance, anger, and jealousy. He was going to get himself killed, something Vaishea wasn’t going to allow if she had any say in it.

      Vaishea looked toward the opened upper doors the transports used to escape. There was a power box next to it supplying energy for the force field, keeping the atmosphere out and the livable atmosphere inside. Her rifle pointed upwards toward the box, her targeting display zoomed in giving her a closer and accurate shot, then, she fired.

      The force field shut down, filling the entire lab with the hostile and extremely cold air and a down fall of snow from the blizzard. An alarm began to sound prompting everyone to grab environment suits, something they already had done, though Jainuzei lacked a helmet to his combat armor. A wave of mist poured into the labs from the above doors because of the cold air hitting the warm air. Like a waterfall, it all came down and enveloped the entire lab reducing visibility to a minimum.

      Vaishea got up from her cover and signaled to Jazz to follow her toward a maintenance ladder leading toward the upper transport doors. Ice and snow started to crystallize and build up all along the ladder as they climbed up it, both needed to take extra care not to slip and fall back down. The fall might not kill them, but should they fall into Jainuzei’s lap, well that might complicate things, wherever Jainuzei had ended up. Hopefully frozen like the wraiths below them.
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      Lyonrian structure, Oyuri, Barnard's Star system

      The situation on Rasi was starting to look like the situation on Oyuri, in which both settlements quickly became over run by the wraith, their victims who did not suffer major brain trauma ended up joining their ranks. Order members on Rasi all were evacuated on transports heading toward the Pelican.

      The spread of the wraith was not part of the order’s plan. The original plan was to acquire tens of thousands of humans and have them all converted. That was why it was deemed necessary for the order to push the human race into the arms of Radiance. As the sixth member, they would have been given free access to the union especially worlds like Rasi as it was new and needed its population to expand. One by one, humans would have started to vanish, joining the ranks of the wraith, then when the time was right, the celestial ascension was to start.

      Jazz’s intervention followed by Odelea’s premature activation of the Lyonrian ruins, forced the hand of the order. They had to push forth with their ceremony now, or risk losing all their progress when the Radiance Union found out and glassed both planets to contain and eliminate the wraith, along with most of Telinei’s research, the ruins, everything.

      Hannah foresaw many possible futures how this could end, with the current path they were on. This was one method that provided them a chance to attain victory despite the problems. The celestial ascension must happen soon.

      Hannah entered the computer chamber within the ancient structure. She didn’t wear an environment suit, she didn’t need to, breathable air and comfortable temperatures followed her wherever she pleased. She was surrounded by a legion of wraith all under her command. She saw Sinzihea’s unmoving body on the floor and placed her fingers on her to check for a pulse. There was none. The psionics teleporting the wraith to the surface were probably suffering the same fate as they landed, unless they were strong and quick and teleported back out. No matter, it was more biomass for the wraith to add to their collective.

      Hannah’s hand touched the side of one of the computers. It triggered the structure they were in to rock violently. The land that buried it parted, revealing a glowing dome shaped structure, with five towers all around it. It started to rise up high into the dark and eternally eclipsed skies. From the surface, you would see a floating temple of sorts hanging directly within the center of an eclipsed red dwarf star.

      Hannah and her entourage entered the box shaped room afterwards making a surprise appearance to Eicelea, Vynei and Odelea who were all grouped around the oval shaped wormhole generator. Ella while in possession of Avearan’s body was there too, though she just hovered above the generator. Hannah wandered how far Odelea would have gone to interfere further with the order’s plans. Stoarior, Tym and Livie were quite cunning in using Odelea, while keeping it a secret, not even Hannah with her clairvoyance saw this coming.

      Hannah extended her finger, pointing directly at them while her minions of wraith encircled them waiting for the order to strike. “Unwanted guests!” she shouted.

      Vynei began to shoot them, a futile act as they all immediately started to heal from the massive holes ripped into their bodies. Make them suffer or end it quickly? Decisions, decisions, decisions. Hannah began to laugh briefly as Eicelea, Vynei and Odelea ended up running into the wormhole along with four wraiths.

      “No!” Hannah shouted.

      Ella descended from her hovering stance and used her mind to shut off the wormhole connecting to one of the worlds in the Morutrin system.

      “We cannot afford to lose any more! Especially the human ones,” said Hannah.

      A disk-shaped pad appeared seemingly out of thin air while Hannah walked up to the now dormant wormhole. The pad had three slots on it. One of the slots was filled by the gem Chloe had dropped. It was slotted into it via a telekinetic hand. One created by Hannah’s mind. In an unwilling trance like state, Ella placed her gem onto the second slot.

      One last gem to go.

      Seven rangers along with Torval and Dalhakei entered from the sea of wraith around Hannah and Ella. In his Hashmedai hands was a gem just like the previous two that were slotted in. He placed it in the last slot. One by one all three of the gems start to flash as the wormhole generator commenced a complex power up sequence. Faint white light started to emit from the oval gateway.

      “Nivrui and Aviuheart’s essences are here,” said Hannah to herself. “All that remains is Emelia. Jazz is her host, he will be drawn here soon enough so long as this he and his gem are in this system.”

      Something wasn’t right, Hannah could feel it. Did Odelea tamper with it? Can’t be. She wouldn’t have had enough time. Hannah placed her ear toward each of the gems, one by one she was able to tell which ones were the right ones and which one was the wrong. Torval’s was, “Wrong... it’s not Emelia’s gem.”

      “I assure you my associates plundered this from the palace!” Torval said.

      “Kroshka’s or Y’lin’s?”

      “Y’lin’s as I recall.”

      “Wrong! All wrong! You fools took the wrong one!”

      “We didn’t know it would make a difference! How were we supposed to know when you were on Earth?” he said. “Your dreams, they were so cryptic.”

      “Each gem is unique,” Hannah said, “attuned to the minds of the goddess.”

      Both Torval and Dalhakei exchanged odd glances at Hannah’s mention of the word ‘goddess’. Dalhakei corrected her. “Goddess? You mean the gods.”

      High pitched laugher ejected from Hannah’s mouth. “You fools. You still haven’t figured it out yet have you?”

      “Hannah.” Dalhakei sounded concerned.

      Hannah held onto the disk device holding the three gems, placing it close to her chest, holding it like she once held toy stuffed animals as a child while she explained. “Nivrui, Aviuheart and Emelia, we’ve been fucking with you all the whole time. Do you really think it was the gods who had you on this path?” She laughed even more. “Since the dawn of the order it was the goddesses speaking to you all not the gods.”

      Dalhakei lifted his staff up toward Hannah to defend himself. “Wait. No, no, no,” he said.

      “Every bit of guidance? Goddesses at work! My existence, my purpose, the celestial ascension.” Hannah removed the incorrect gem Torval brought, and threw it at him, before continuing her speech. “I admit, we are here way too early. More humans were needed, the Hashmedai were supposed to secure that by forcing the humans to join the union, thus providing us with an endless supply of them! But no, this won’t be enough, and non-humans just aren’t reliable with the tasks we have planned!” She stepped closer to the two now petrified men and revealed. “I’m here to kill the gods. The wraiths are the tools that will make it happen, ironically weapons created by the gods themselves!”

      “No!” Dalhakei cried out again.

      “Yes!”

      “Heretic!”

      “The irony! Radiance called the order just that! If you don’t like this, then go back to praying to your gods along with the union!”

      “Stop her.” Dalhakei ordered his ranger escort. “She worships the evil ones!”

      All seven rangers lifted their rifles toward Hannah, she smiled at them. They all lifted their rifles toward their faces, and shut down their shields in the process.

      “Emelia may be missing, but Nivrui and Aviuheart have blessed me with their gifts,” Hannah said to Dalhakei and Torval. “Bow down and embrace the goddesses.” None of them did as she asked but just looked ominously at their mind controlled escort. “Have it your way!” she shouted, triggering all seven rangers to blow their brains out.

      Hannah’s new-found powers forced Dalhakei and Torval to remain still, paralyzed. Dalhakei’s staff fell to the floor as a result.

      “Dalhakei,” she said, looking at his staff. “That’s a gift from the goddesses, one that allowed you and Fahia to temper the minds of those to walk the path.”

      “A curse,” Dalhakei muttered. “Oh gods, please forgive me!”

      “Torval,” Hannah said, stroking the side of his face, moving her head in close to whisper in his ear. “Play with me.”

      Dalhakei’s staff levitated into the air then launched forward, landing into the hands of Torval while her mind forced Dalhakei to lie down on his back.

      “Rules of the game are simple!” she said to Torval “Smash his head in with the staff and I guess how many hits it takes until he dies! I assure you, I didn’t foresee the results as I did not foresee this mess! Ready?”

      “No please don’t,” Torval said. His body was forced to step next to Dalhakei’s head.

      “I’m guessing…” said Hannah, “fifteen? Okay, ready, set, go!”

      Regardless if he liked it or not, Torval raised the staff upwards and his body was forced to entertain Hannah in the game she suggested. Smack, smack, smack, Torval rapidly pushed the bottom of the staff down slowly pulverizing Dalhakei’s head while he screamed in agony. Blood started to splatter and spray upwards across Torval’s pants.

      “Okay stop!” Hannah demanded after fifteen strikes were made.

      Torval held the staff above in a tableau, ready for another strike the moment Hannah demanded one, if she demanded one. She walked over to Dalhakei and checked vitals. The old man was surprisingly still alive and breathing, barely.

      “Aww, I was wrong!” she said then faced Torval. “Okay, okay, twenty! No thirty! Go!”

      The savagery continued, this time, Hannah allowed Torval to use his full Hashmedai strength and speed. Thirty continuous strikes smashed into Dalhakei’s face. His eye sockets shattered first, then later his fore skull. The withered skin on his head ripped apart, exposing the crushed bones that were on the inside. A pulp of mush and blood, was all that remained of Dalhakei’s head, and that was at the twenty-one thrust mark, there were nine more hits to go. Hannah slowly raised her hands and slid them through her long black hair, there was a level of excitement and bliss as Dalhakei’s blood started to splash across her face. Hannah’s face, eyes, moans, and the quivering of her body mimicked that of a woman having a soothing orgasm.

      Splash, splash. The final sounds of the staff pulverizing Dalhakei’s face in. Hannah stopped Torval and whispered. “You are amazing.” Her hand gripped his chin and pulled his face toward her. Like Torval, Hannah’s face was dripping red with Dalhakei’s splattered blood. “New game, find me Jazz, bring him here so that Emelia can leave his body. Also! Find Kroshka’s gem, I don’t care if you have to kill her to get it. Do you understand?” Torval nodded in a fearful manner, like a man who angered his deity and knew he was to be punished. “Good!” Hannah shouted. “Bring my mommy too! I want her to see what I’ve done in life!”
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* * *

      Burred Linl ship, Derkurio, Morutrin system

      Why would you do that? Phylarlie thought while she stood watching the mysterious doorway into another world glitter.

      Ella somehow managed to activate it, then walk through without saying what she was planning. Phylarlie was now divided between following her through, or hiding in cloak hoping the pirates wouldn’t spray bullets in random directions. Through the strange oval shaped doorway, she could see three people wearing Radiance made environment suits. They looked scared, terrified at Ella’s presence as she floated upwards, ignoring them.

      The pirates footsteps got closer as they continued their room by room search, it would only be a matter of time before the light being generated by the gateway would attract them into this room and keep them in it by pure fascination. They’ll probably also see Ella as well and try to kill her, damn it.

      She turned away from the doorway to another world and looked down into the halls. The pirates came at a stop at a room next to the closest four-way intersection in the halls. The flashlights fused to the tops of their rifles lit the way up for them in the darkened halls. Oddly enough, they were accompanied by two other men, an Aryile wearing Radiance combat armor, and a Hashmedai in a space suit, or was he human? His eyes glowed, but nowhere near as bright as her eyes would be, and he had several human features.

      Phylarlie heard voices coming from behind her, followed by multiple footsteps running. She spun back around into the storage area and saw the three people from earlier in environment suits. They all stepped through the gateway exiting whichever place they were previously, entering the Linl ship. Behind them slipped in four strange feral like creatures with hostile intentions, all of them moved themselves to attack via psionic beams from their arms. One of the new comers was armed with Radiance rifle and wasted no time putting the four creatures down, making a whole lot of noise in the process. Terrific.

      As expected, the gun fire got the attention of the pirates and their two friends. Phylarlie backed her invisible body closer into the corner in the hope that nobody would trip over her and be aware that she was hidden away. There were enough complications to the situation already, like how was she supposed to get Ella back safe and sound?

      The pirates arrived inside the storage room with their weapons aimed at the three that came through the gateway. A vocal exchange of words in the Radiance language followed next, in fact, everyone currently in the room was a race from Radiance, except the Hashmedai human hybrid, who spoke no words at all. More yelling and demanding in their language occurred, one of the Radiance personnel in the environment suit pointed to the fallen creatures on the floor. From what Phylarlie could tell, that person was Aryile. A young Aryile woman.

      Phylarlie recognized her face, Odelea, still alive, having aged little since the invasion of Earth, and now she was here. What could she have been up to this time? One of the creatures on the floor started to twitch. Life came back into its body as it climbed back to its feet followed by the other three. The pirates hesitated, clearly shocked at what they saw and it was that hesitation that led to their end, the creatures leapt at them, melted their armor with their psionic beams, others had their faces and chest shred so deep, their bones and organs could be seen.

      Only two targets left, Phylarlie thought looking up at the Aryile in combat armor and the hybrid next to him. She moved herself behind him, placing five incendiary disks below his feet, while preparing two stun disks in her hands then quickly reviewed her plan of attack, while he raised his rifle toward the creatures, unaware of his incoming demise. Shatter his shields with the incendiary disks, quickly stun him with the disk in her hands now, then cut off his head with her plasma dagger.

      Her hands and psionics executed the strategy with perfection as planned. In a matter of five seconds the whole process played out exactly, the Aryile’s head fell off his neck, leaving behind a burning and bloody stump. She was now visible to all and didn’t care. Odelea and her friends now bore witness to Phylarlie’s skills and were probably instilled with fear. As for the creatures? They ran past her during the ambush, mauling the hybrid as he tried to flee. She hoped they would take their time with him, as she would rather not have to fight four targets that could clearly resurrect themselves after a minute or two of being dead.

      Phylarlie moved toward Odelea and her friends, one of them held his rifle toward Phylarlie, his hands shaking. He didn’t have the guts to pull the trigger, she had nothing to fear from him, or any of the other two. The shorter one of the group started to talk to Phylarlie in Radiance. She merely shrugged, not knowing how to reply to her questions.

      Odelea began to speak in Hashmedai. “They wish to know where are they and how did they get here.”

      “This is Derkurio,” Phylarlie said.

      “Derkurio, but,” Odelea seemed confused as she turned around to look at the now dormant oval object, “this must be a small-scale wormhole then.”

      Odelea translated her conversation with Phylarlie to her friends. The Rabuabin holding the rifle toward Phylarlie continued to do so and continued to tremble. “Tell him to lower his weapon or I’ll do it for him.” Phylarlie said to Odelea. “With my blades.”

      The four creatures that ran off to dispatch the hybrid returned as the dead pirates rose from their temporary death, having mutated, and becoming a member of the strange beings that slipped through the gateway.

      “I don’t like your kind,” Phylarlie said gazing at the new-found threat moving toward them. “But it seems we both have a common enemy.”

      “Given the current situation, I welcome a temporary truce,” Odelea said, then spoke in Radiance to her two friends.

      Both Phylarlie and the Rabuabin led the charge forward shooting and slashing their way past the creatures, plowing a clear path for everyone to escape along. During their escape Phylarlie noticed the body of the Aryile she killed did not transform, and neither did the body of the mutilated hybrid out in the halls. One of the rooms the pirates had been searching earlier was still open, previously sealed with a large vault like door. Phylarlie ported ahead and inside the room, hoping the rest would get the message. Given how fast the creatures healed themselves, she had doubts they would all make it back outside alive with all the running through the halls they would still need to do. Sealing themselves away inside this room should make do, until Trin returned, if he returned.

      Odelea was the last person to enter the room, seconds before Phylarlie and the Rabuabin used their hands to push and shove the heavy vault door shut. A voice called out from the halls toward them.

      “Wait for me!” It was in Hashmedai.

      Phylarlie stopped briefly and peeked back into the halls, it was the hybrid. But how? He was dead, his body ripped apart. But unlike the pirates he didn’t change and unlike the creatures he was still able to speak and beg for help. Phylarlie didn’t trust him, and continued to push the door shut, her brief stop to examine the situation in the hall however, bought the hybrid just enough time to slip in regardless as the door slammed shut.

      She held him up against the wall while her plasma dagger shifted toward him, stopping close to the hybrid’s neck. Its intense heat was starting to singe the flesh. “Start talking,” she said.

      “The only thing I know is that Noylarlie is going to be pissed you beheaded her friend Parcisei.”

      “Noylarlie,” she whispered to herself. He couldn’t possibly mean her. “Archmage Noylarlie?”

      “Yeah,” the hybrid said, nodding.

      “How do you know her?”

      “She brought me to the empire from Earth,” he said. Multiple loud bangs impacted on the door from the halls outside. The creatures wanted in. “Holy shit. What are they?”

      “Wraiths,” Odelea said. “Psionic mutations the order has been trying to create for several years now. They can self-heal, have unlimited psionic power and can infect the dead and near dead, turning them into one of their kind.” Odelea produced a data pad from her side which she used to scan the hybrid up and down. The Vorcambreum with them seemed to have objected to her using it.

      “As I recall, they killed him,” said Phylarlie.

      “They did,” Odelea said, eying the data that appeared on the screen.

      “Then why didn’t I turn?” the hybrid asked.

      “They still need an active brain to take control of a host,” said Odelea. “If brain activity is inactive the mutation does not take place.”

      “That explains Parcisei, but what about me?”

      Odelea lowered the data pad upon finishing the scan and said. “I don’t know, you healed rapidly in the same manner, but your mind then later the rest of your body seems to have rejected the transformation.”

      Phylarlie released the hybrid for the time being, though she continued to keep an eye on him, just in case. She addressed Odelea, the person who clearly knew more about the situation than everyone else. “How do you know all of this?”

      Odelea said, “I helped create them...”
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* * *

      Mountain range, Rasi, Barnard’s Star System

      Jazz couldn’t see anything except snow blowing into his helmet’s visor, and the lights from Vaishea’s helmet next to him, making their trek through the frostbitten mountains a risky one. Rasi being a lower gravity world resulted in terrain such as mountains stretching up higher into the skies compared to the ones found on Earth, not to mention taking on a wider shape. Slipping and falling could lead to a long downward spiral that would either result in their suits being damaged and leaking air, dying on impact if it was a far enough fall, or straight up being trapped within the many jagged fractures.

      “It’s going to take us hours to get down,” Jazz said, gazing at his oxygen level display. Or at least he assumed it was that. Either way, the blue holographic bar was shrinking in size with every hour that passed since they left the labs.

      “Might take us hours to find the nearest entry on this complex, as well,” Vaishea said.

      “Hold up,” Jazz said, coming to a stop. He heard a sound. It came from behind them. They weren’t alone.

      Powering their weapons up, the duo turned around looking at the rugged path they just crossed, only their footprints in the snow visible. Jazz zoomed in with the targeting display on his rifle. It reported nothing in sight except millions of white flakes, floating down at a snail’s pace. They later came to a cliff. Below it were the pointed peaks of smaller mountains arching up like spikes, a deadly reminder they needed to watch their step in the snow and the darkness of this world.

      And watch their backs.

      Jainuzei leapt down from an overhang above them. His weight crashed down onto Jazz, sending him and his rifle to the ground. It was just like Jazz and Jainuzei’s first encounter, with brawling, rolling on the ground trying to gain the upper hand. Only this time it was harder, one roll too far to the left, and one of them could end up falling off, too far to the right? Same deal, all the while the reduced visibly made it almost impossible to see what exactly their adversary was going to do, worse if you were on your back, facing up as fresh snow landed directly on the visor. Vaishea tried to assist, she ending up losing her footing when Jainuzei kicked his leg back toward her. Jazz had no idea what became of her afterwards, as far as he could tell it was just him and Jainuzei at this point.

      Half a dozen punches later, Jainuzei's superior strength and muscle mass gave him the upper hand. As Jazz tried to recover from the pain in his gut, he felt his body rise up. He was being held up in the air firmly by Jainuzei. Jazz kicked and turned trying to break free, but he couldn’t Jainuzei was like an unstoppable titan preparing to toss Jazz off the cliff into oblivion, and quite possibly where Vaishea ended up.

      Jainuzei chucked Jazz, his body glided through the air falling toward the deadly void below, or so he thought. Jainuzei’s aim was off, or forgot to take into account the gravity, none of which mattered, Jazz was once again on his feet and faced his enemy head on. It’s just you and me now mothafucka! Jazz sprinted toward Jainuzei, and the ledge he stood on gave away, crumbling into rocks that slowly fell down toward the smaller mountains peaks below. Jazz’s right hand shot up, grabbing a hold of what remained of the now shattered ledge.

      Tilting his head upwards Jazz saw Jainuzei standing cross armed looking down at Jazz with a self-righteous and delighted smirk on his face through his helmet’s visor before he turned away, vanishing from visual range in a blanket of snowfall from the blizzard.

      “I hate cliff hangers,” Jazz said, mumbling to himself.
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* * *

      UNE Black Site, Titan, Sol system

      Chris, Sarah, and Michei, along with the base’s security team shot their rifles at the imposing Hashmedai forces that were moving deeper and deeper into the facility. Desperation was kicking in as many of the non-combatants started to take up arms. Michei was showing signs of psionic fatigue, his response times and the potency of his gifts was diminishing with each telepathic push, and plasma conjured ball.

      And it wasn’t enough.

      The brave humans were eventually pushed back toward Ella’s cell. Too many Hashmedai guardians with their arm mounted plasma shields pushing forward like medieval knights once did during castle sieges. A new makeshift barricade was created by pushing over computers, equipment into the halls, anything that would force the Hashmedai to waste time side stepping to slow their advance.

      Avearan stepped past Chris and Sarah causing both of them to look upwards at her in surprise wondering who let her out. And wondering whose side was she on, she may be human on the outside, but was a Hashmedai on the inside, and therefore could not be fully trusted.

      “Whoa, whoa,” Sarah said to her.

      “You are in no position to be picky right now,” Avearan said, taking cover with them.

      Avearan shut her eyes and lifted her hands, not to surrender to the Hashmedai, but to command four rifles from downed security personnel to rise from the floor and orbit around her like the rings of Saturn above them. Despite having no psionic implants, her command of telekinesis was quite strong as she demanded her new-found minions to burst their projectiles toward the Hashmedai. Some bullets curved and zigzagged around the shields of the guardians, ripping holes through their heads and perforating the Hashmedai warriors behind them.

      Chris along with everyone else took advantage, adding their weapons fire to the battle as the front guardians fell over dead. The Hashmedai were pushed back, for now. “Not bad considering you don’t have any implants,” Michei said to Avearan.

      “Indeed,” Miriam König said, noting the results on her holo pad. Chris grinned upon putting two and two together. König released her, probably taking advantage of the situation to conduct a live field test. “It’s a shame our augmentation ward isn’t fully active yet, I would have taken this time to at least have some of the basic implants installed on you.”

      “That process takes months anyways,” Michei said.

      “You’ll be surprised at the advances we’ve made here.”

      Sarah’s mouth twisted while she looked back toward the chambers behind them. “So, this is a place that was made to create human psionics?”

      “More or less,” said König. Sarah holstered her rifle and jogged toward the chamber as Chris, Michei, and König followed behind. “That’s where the magic happens,” König said pointing at the pods behind the glass window inside the chamber. “Subjects lock themselves inside those pods and the mind-altering therapy begins.”

      “Yeah, my people use a similar method to create psionics,” Michei said.

      “Does it work?” Sarah asked.

      König nodded. “It’s operational, just not tested on humans.”

      “Good enough for me,” Sarah said, walking into the chamber.

      Something she shouldn’t have been doing as the enemy was still at large. This whole chit chat could have at least waited until they secured the place. “Vaughan!” Chris shouted toward her.

      “How long does the process take?” Sarah asked as she eyed the pearl white pods inside the chamber.

      “A few days, depending on the subject,” König said. “The computers will scan their minds and determine if the therapy was a success or not.”

      Sarah grinned and asked, “Can a partial psionic be created?”

      “The level of power in one’s psionic mind varies from person to person, so yes even if the process was to take five days and was interrupted, a partial psionic could still walk away.”

      “That’s all I needed to hear.” Tossing her rifle on the floor Sarah approached quickly and pushed her body up and into the pod with ease thanks to the moon like gravity.

      “As much as I’d love to perform human tests now, this isn’t the time,” König said.

      “Get down from there!” Chris said to Sarah.

      “Those Hashmedai will be back and you know it,” Sarah said. “We need the extra fire power.”

      “We’ve already taken several casualties,” said Chris. “Back up is not an option with all the flak outside.”

      “We need every edge right now,” said Sarah, nodding to König. “Get me out when they come back for another strike. Hopefully I’ll have some new-found powers by then.”

      König’s long fingers selected a command on her holo pad, linking it to the chamber’s operation commands. The lid of the pod Sarah rested in began to shut and lock. The psionic creation process began.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Titan orbit, Sol system

      Zero progress. They were the only words that came to mind while Xavier thought about the last few minutes in this deadly encounter. The duo Hashmedai destroyers continued to circle and fire at the Winston Churchill like it was some kind of game, like two bullies taunting and running around a defenseless kid in the playground. There was no place to move, to gain some breathing space, and still no safe distance to launch nukes. Rail guns and plasma missiles could only do so much.

      “What’s the ETA for the Wilfrid Laurier?” Xavier asked, as the Wilfrid Laurier at this point was there only means of escape.

      “Still another fifteen minutes!” Benally said, checking the central hologram.

      Fifteen minutes, that meant they had held their ground for forty-five. Not bad, he thought as the higher ups back on Earth would love the data as this was the first real test of an Earth warship and possibly the last as several new fires ignited behind him, the aftermath of the last direct hit they had taken.

      The three-dimensional hologram shifted and displayed a new projection revealing news from the last hit, shields down to twenty-seven percent. Then came another ear-splitting blast.

      Twenty-four now...

      “I don’t think we’re going to last that long,” said Benally “We must withdraw.”

      “No, we hold, not leaving them behind,” Xavier said, establishing a comm link with the engineering team. “Engine room. Give me all power you can muster for the shields!” He directed his gaze toward the helmsman frantically shifting his hands across his terminal. “Mr. Chavez, keep looking for an opening”

      “Aye sir!”

      “Captain, I may be able to shut down power in non-essential sections of the ship to transfer into the shields,” EVE said. “In addition, I can deactivate weapons ports that are unable to target the Hashmedai due to range.”

      “Do what you can EVE! Give me every drop of power you can get!”

      “Understood sir, transferring power now.”

      As promised power began to flicker and later shut down in sections of the ship such as the gym, rec room, and crew quarters. The rotation of the habitat ring slowed and weapons that were unable to acquire a target shut down, then repowered as EVE’s quantum computing processer calculated the ETA for the spinning Hashmedai ships to fly into range.

      Shield power of the Winston Churchill shot up to thirty-four percent, allowing Xavier’s breathing to stabilize, only slightly. There was still a high chance of the Wilfrid Laurier finding the remains of the ship when they arrived.

      “EVE, coordinate your weapon cycling with Mr. Matsushita,” Xavier said. “Keep firing. Concentrate on the Destroyer with the weakest shields.”
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* * *

      Gladius squadron, Titan, Sol system

      Aura marveled at the flames that would erupt from an enemy craft as her rail guns pierced through its cockpit. The oxygen the Hashmedai pilots needed to breathe was igniting as her weapons fire cut through, allowing methane from Titan’s atmosphere to flood in then burst into flames as the heat generated from her rounds ripped through the interceptors’ cockpit.

      Only she and the rest of Gladius were able to achieve such displays, Hyperion’s fighters all out destroyed interceptors with their plasma cannons. Sadly, for every two or three Hashmedai interceptor downed, one Hyperion fighter was taken out by an interceptor. Gladius’ defensive stance was effective, but not impervious. There was no way ten of them were going to save everyone.

      Aura turned her fighter and faced the surface below where she saw fires and smoke rising upward from the city. Several of them in fact were burning out of control and spreading. The Hashmedai bombing run was slowly succeeding. She hoped that the evacuation transports on the horizon held all the civilians from the city. If not, there weren’t any other places they could run to. This wasn’t Earth where you could just leave the city, Titan was a cold moon not fit from human life without shelter.

      Then there was the fact none of the evac transports had left the sector, probably worried about being targeted and shot down by the interceptors bombarding the city with plasma, and the two destroyers in orbit taking turns shooting at the Winston Churchill, their escort out of the sector. On that note, how were they doing? New data populated Aura’s HUD in regard to her enquiry of the status of the Winston Churchill.

      None of it was good.

      “Gladius lead to Hyperion lead,” she transmitted. “The Winston Churchill is getting torn up. Possible you can spare some fighters to take the heat off?”

      “Negative, unless we all break off together to punch a hole to get back up,” said Red Lotus.

      “Then let’s do that.”

      “We fall back now civilian casualties will only rise,” Red Lotus said. “We need to get these evac transports into a safe distance.”

      “If we don’t take the pressure off the Winston Churchill, those two destroyers will be able to join in the fighting down here!”

      “We’ll have to take that risk!”

      Aura braced herself as a wave of interceptors broke away from the main group and headed toward her and the rest of Gladius exclusively. They knew Gladius was the sole reason why Hyperion squadron was still alive and fighting.

      And therefore, became the biggest threat to the success of their mission.
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* * *

      Abyssal Explorer, Oyuri orbit, Barnard’s Star system

      Chloe floated above Stolanei and Karklosea while they rested in the infirmary of the Abyssal Explorer. They had several medical monitoring devices attached to the sides of their heads, transmitting their vitals to a nearby hologram. Dr. Ure Wyuei’s hand pulled away from Chloe’s arm along with a device to take her blood sample. It was the fifth time he took Chloe’s blood sample since they returned from the surface. Better to be safe than sorry, she thought.

      “Good thing you two got out of there when you did,” Wyuei said.

      “That was by far the most pain I’ve ever felt in my head,” said Karklosea.

      “Whatever that psionic wave was, it was powerful and was interacting with the chips in your brain,” Wyuei said, loading a hologram showing a three-dimensional image of both Stolanei and Karklosea’s brains with their psionic chip. “Had you stayed there for another thirty seconds your chips would have overloaded causing major damage to your brains. Quite possibly killing you.”

      “That explains the pain,” Stolanei said, rubbing the side of his head.

      “Refrain from using any psionic powers for the time being, your heads need to heal up for the next few days.”

      “And for me?” Chloe asked the doctor.

      “Well, your mind is fine,” Wyuei said.

      Chloe rolled her eyes at the statement. She and the two psionics resting knew very well she lost complete control of her body and part of her thoughts. You took five fucking blood samples, surely you must have found something?

      “The psionic wave didn’t affect you,” Wyuei continued. “Probably because you don’t have any implants nor are you a psionic. But...”

      “But what?”

      Wyuei paused, then nodded for Chloe to follow him over to his computer in the corner. He began to use it, activating several holographic pictures in the process. “I ran a blood test on everyone as you know, just to make sure you didn’t pick up anything unknown.” A new hologram appeared in front of them, it depicted an image of a DNA strand. “I don’t know how to tell you this Major but...”

      He pointed to the DNA projection, Chloe’s body started to produce cold sweat, she half expected news of a terminal illness. However, Radiance could cure all known human diseases meaning this might be something worse, something that can’t be cured with their technology.

      “According to this,” Wyuei said slowly. “You are not human.”

      She felt her pulse start to accelerate and the cold sweating intensify. “What do you mean I’m not human?”

      “This is Linl DNA. It came from your blood samples.”

      Bullshit! “Run it again,” she said.

      “I did. Five times. I thought I had mistaken your samples with Karklosea’s as she’s Linl as well.” Another hologram appeared, it was a second DNA strand, and it floated side by side the previous one. “But as we can see here, the only differences in your DNA and Karklosea’s is that you’re two different people. That’s it. You two are of the same species. Linl.” A third DNA strand appeared. “This is a sample of the Major’s DNA from when she first came aboard this ship. Human DNA.” Wyuei continued while extending his fingers toward the first DNA image. “This is your DNA, they are not the same, you are not Major Chloe Vaughan of Earth.”

      Was Fiesei right this whole time? Am I really Vaish? Chloe’s demeanor never shifted despite the sheer panic that was racing through her body. If so... I killed my husband... and didn’t know any better... No I AM Chloe Vaughan.

      “Do you have Vaishea’s DNA on file?” she asked.

      “One second,” Wyuei said as he performed a database search on his computer. “Oh.”

      A holographic message appeared with the words ‘Restricted information’ in the Radiance language.

      “It’s blocked out,” Chloe mumbled.

      “Everything is, in fact,” said Wyuei. “DNA, dental records, medical logs.”

      “The Whisper,” said Stolanei from behind them. Clearly their conversation had him interested enough to get up and float over. “Whisper agents, they have nano machines in their blood stream to corrupt data like this to keep the identities of their agents a secret when an unauthorized person wants to view this. Vaishea is a member of The Whisper. This proves it if it’s blocked out in this manner.” She and Stolanei made eye contact. His words were painful, yet the truth. She couldn’t deny it any longer, the dreams, Fiesei. “Vaishea must be the Vaish you talked about, the one Fiesei was obsessed with.”

      “No, she’s not,” she said. “I’m Vaish, and I’m starting to think I have been this whole time, since the attack on Foicanta.”

      “Then who is Vaishea?” he asked.

      She said, “Vaishea is Major Chloe Vaughan. The real one.”

      To be continued...

      Up next: Equilibrium of Terror: Part 2
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      Abyssal Explorer, Oyuri Orbit, Barnard’s Star system

      Chloe couldn’t remember how long she had watched the holographic projection in front of her, the one that showed an image of her DNA. It made her forget she was floating in zero-g, made her forget that there were other people in the infirmary watching, wondering what was going on. Her eye began to twitch rapidly, stress or lack of sleep? Probably both. Or maybe it was something else? After all she had been living a lie this whole time. She was not human according to the hologram but rather a Linl. Perhaps there was something about the Linl physiology she didn’t understand that was triggering the twitchy eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” Dr. Wyuei said. “I didn’t know what else I could say.”

      “You could say that it was all a big joke,” Chloe said.

      Stolanei’s hand reached out to comfort her from behind. “Major—”

      “Don’t call me that,” Chloe said as she shrugged his hands away.

      “What do I call you then?” Stolanei asked.

      It was a good question. Physically she wasn’t Chloe, she only possessed her memories. She was Vaish a Linl Whisper sleeper agent, but couldn’t remember anything about Vaish’s life, just a bunch of disjointed memories that came to her as visions. Chloe Vaughan would have to do for now, Vaish wouldn’t be right as she herself still don’t know who this woman was, and Major Vaughan? Fuck that. She felt she didn’t deserve such a title in this situation.

      “Get some rest,” Chloe said to Stolanei. “You heard the doc, your head nearly exploded back there.”

      Chloe began to move her body toward the exit of the infirmary. She saw Karklosea, the Abyssal Explorer’s lead shipboard psionic in her wounded state stare at her with an odd look. I Don’t know why, Chloe thought to herself as both she and Karklosea were officially of the same species. There was however someone who looked like Karklosea in the visions she had. Vaish and Karklosea, they must have known each other in the past. Karklosea should be smiling then. An old friend and fellow member of her race is among the crew now.

      “Where are you going?” Stolanei asked.

      Chloe stopped before the door and said. “The Captain needs to know he’s dealing with a fake, better that info came from me rather than anyone else.” Chloe gestured toward Wyuei. “Doctor, come with me.”

      “I was just going to do just that,” Wyuei said. “I’ll meet you on the bridge. I got to grab some important stuff first.”

      The sliding doors of the primary elevator parted, unveiling a fully staffed bridge crew whose feet were glued to the floor via psionic gravity. Not bad considering its main psionic team wasn’t present. Karklosea and Stolanei were still too weak after the incident planet side and Dargonea showed her true colors, she was a member of the Celestial Order and secretly masqueraded as loyal member of the crew. A solo rookie psionic named Ure Ralenei manned the psionic work station. Chloe could tell the young man was unsure of what he was expected to do as he smiled at her with a ‘don’t mind me’ look.

      “Captain, we need to talk. Its urgent,” Chloe said to Gab Ueyei while he sat in his captain’s chair.

      He tilted his Vorcambreum head upward toward Chloe’s face smiling. “The gods must have both of us on their minds as I need to talk with you too.”

      The two of them moved to speak in private in his office below the bridge, visible from the transparent floor. Ueyei walked toward his desk after he stepped off the spiral staircase and said. “As you might have remembered, I mentioned that Karklosea was reviewing the Explorer’s manifest in hopes of flagging crew members who might have links to the Celestial Order.” He picked up a data pad that rested on the top of his triangular desk. “With Karklosea in her current state I was wondering if you could take over reviewing that data, she was onto something before you all went to Oyuri.”

      “I’m not sure you want to trust me with that kind of information right now.”

      “Why is that?”

      Disturbing vibrations passed through the ship. It was enough to cause the data pad on the desk to rumble and eventually fall off. The lights began to flicker, and chatter on the bridge became intense as everyone paid close attention to their terminals.

      Something wasn’t going according to plan.

      “What the hell?” Chloe said.

      The two stormed up the staircase back on to the bridge. The rumbling grew stronger and Chloe nearly lost her balance as her feet hit the glass-like surface of the bridge’s floor. She heard a few computers shut down due to lack of power as the strange power fluctuations continued to make their presence felt.

      “Report!” Ueyei said as he climbed back into his chair.

      “Losing power all over the ship, engine room is not responding,” an officer said. “We’re venting atmosphere from the engine room!”

      A hologram appeared in front of Ueyei displaying the extent of the damage. The rear sections of the ship where the engine room was located pulsed rapidly with red. “My gods.”

      “There’s a hull breach . . .” Ralenei said. “Something ripped that section of the ship apart.”

      Chloe saw Wyuei, and a ranger armed with a magnetic rifle, step off the elevator. About fucking time he showed up, she thought.

      “Not something,” Wyuei said as he revealed the reason he took so long to come up. “Someone.”

      The ranger raised his rifle and its targeting scanners acquired targets for its wielder to shoot at. The bridge crew. The magnetic pistol held in Wyuei’s hands did the same. Dargonea wasn’t the only order member hiding amongst the crew.

      “Get down!” Chloe shouted as she grabbed and flung Ueyei’s four-foot body off the captain’s chair.

      Her timing was impeccable. A hail of bullets from the two shot out, flying above their heads as they hunkered down. Most of the bridge crew weren’t as lucky, their bullet ridden bodies collapsed to the floor. The carnage turned the bridge’s immaculate transparent surface into a bloody mess with random body parts sprinkled across it. Some crew members hid behind their chairs and terminals in a panic, a natural urge for self-preservation that proved to be futile in the end. Magnetically accelerated slugs punctured their cover and their bodies behind it within seconds. Those that were out of sight from the dual gunmen were quickly hunted down one by one by Wyuei.

      Ralenei was slow to react but eventually took action keeping the ranger busy with telekinetic pushes against his rifle, throwing his aim off. That was about it from what Chloe could see, Ralenei clearly wasn’t very powerful. No psionic shields, plasma balls or other fancy sorcery, he was probably just worried about the whole outcome of events. Psionic powers did require one to use their mind as a weapon, and if your thoughts weren’t clear and focused, your powers suffered as a result.

      Ralenei needed help, help that wasn’t coming as each and every person that could have provided it fell over dead within ten seconds. Chloe took a breath, then leaped into the fray with no battle plan, something she was growing tired of having to do. As she got up from her cover, she realized something, gravity was still holding her body down. Ralenei was still using his mind to keep gravity active and it was no doubt adding to the many things that were limiting his performance during this dire struggle.

      “Kill the gravity!” Chloe shouted at him.

      Ralenei followed Chloe’s suggestion. Both the living, wounded and dead started to hover rather than be bound by the artificial psionic gravity. Blood rose and became oval and spherical objects, body parts that were shot off, revolved around the deceased person it was once attached to minutes earlier. The two gunmen began to fall backward as they unexpectedly lost their orientation during the transition from having weight to not having any.

      Chloe kicked off from the floor and allowed the forward momentum to take her toward the rifle wielding ranger, Ralenei realised what she was about to do, and a psionic push against Chloe’s body launched her faster toward the ranger, their bodies collided and the impact knocked his rifle out of his hands. The free weapon spiraled and bounced off a computer while the two engaged in a midair zero-g fist fight. Their bodies spun around as they held onto each other, punching. One moment Chloe’s back was facing Ralenei, then the gunman was. Chloe needed their struggle to remain still, just long enough for him to be in range of whatever Ralenei could muster. A plasma ball, heavy thrust anything, just kill this fucker. Wyuei was still at large, Chloe had no idea what became of him during her bout with the ranger.

      A way out arrived at a last, the ranger’s tumbling rifle ended up behind the two. Chloe saw it stop spinning instantly as Ralenei’s mind grabbed a hold of it and aimed it toward the ranger. Chloe ducked quickly, it wasn’t to avoid another punch the face, but to avoid getting shot by the exiting bullet that tore a gaping hole through the ranger’s face.

      Chloe tossed his lifeless body aside as there was still another threat to deal with. Wyuei, they needed to strike him before he struck them. And had they defeated the ranger faster they might have done just that. Chloe saw the reason for Wyuei’s delay, his pistol had come out of his hands and spiraled away. He’d been struggling to reacquire it the whole time. The sudden loss of gravity, floating bodies, and parts, it all was getting in his way. Wyuei’s hands finally wrapped around it and he spun his body around to take aim, Chloe’s mouth was in the process of yelling to Ralenei to ‘get down’ but it was too late. Wyuei was a quick shooter, his bullet tore through Ralenei’s body, and the force of the shot sent him flying into Chloe’s arms. Arms that were now full of fury.

      A second bullet was coming. It missed, flying above their heads as gravity was restored and they all came crashing to the floor while the blood of the fallen rained down. Gravity’s back, Ralenei must be alive, Chloe thought. She was surprised after all he went through he was still strong enough to force gravity to return to the bridge. Chloe had doubts it would last for long however, there was no way in hell Ralenei was going to be doing much else as he lay on the floor with his warm blood oozing all over Chloe’s hands.

      Chloe leaped back and raced toward where the rifle had fallen. There was no time to worry about Ralenei; more lives were at risk unless Wyuei was put down. She quickly snatched it up, swung the barrel of the weapon toward Wyuei and fired from the hip, there was no time to aim. He was running away toward the elevators, too bad he had a head start after the fall when gravity was restored. The last bullet she fired gazed his back as he slipped into the elevators and made his escape.

      The threat to the bridge was over and the surviving and uninjured bridge crew stood—all four of them. Ueyei wiped away the blood that covered his face which had fallen on him after gravity was restored. “Contact all rangers aboard,” he said. “Inform them the order has boarded us!”

      “Correction,” Chloe said. “They’ve been here this whole time.”

      Two crew members began attending to the wounds of everyone including Ralenei, whose blood-soaked hand held on to his exit wound hard. “Rangers might be working with them as well,” a surviving bridge officer said as he took control of the helm.

      “What’s our status?” Ueyei asked from his captain’s chair.

      The newly promoted helmsman checked his computer multiple and small holographic reports appeared projecting security camera footage from random sections of the ship. It looked like a warzone. “Incoming reports of gun battles throughout the ship—” A beeping noise cut him off, he looked down and read the new data that was populating his screen. “Captain! The Abyssal Pelican, it’s coming about.” He continued reading and his voice began to stutter, he was shocked. “And its weapons are powering up.”

      Ueyei winced. “What other ships are in orbit?”

      “It’s just us!”

      Chloe stepped forward as she watched everything play out via the forward windshield. Oyuri’s yellow presence was below them, while the mighty Radiance dreadnought came over the horizon ready for a fight. “So they do control the Pelican . . .” she muttered to herself.

      “Shields and overshields now!” Ueyei said.

      “Ueyei,” Chloe said, pointing to Ralenei who rested on the blood-soaked floor. “You have no psionic.”

      “I’ll be . . . fine,” Ralenei said in a weakened voice .

      The Abyssal Explorer was a sitting duck with its engine room down and engineering crew blown out into space. There was very little power left in the ship for escape, let alone evasive or defense action. The first wave of massive plasma balls hit the Explorer dead on. The psionic overshield protecting it gave way instantly from the first volley, the follow up attacks that came afterward delivered blows the Explorer’s weak shields struggled to absorb.

      The bridge crew staggered as each hit brought the ship closer to its doom. Gravity once again faded away, Ralenei was either dead or passed out from the stress having to do so much in his condition.

      “Return fire!” Ueyei said as he adjusted his seat belt.

      “No power to the weapons,” an officer manning a tactical station said. “We barely have enough for shields.”

      Chloe saw the two officers that were attending to the wounded all took up the main unmanned stations. They pushed off the walls or sides of the terminals and moved their bodies from one active computer to another and performed the daunting task of doing the work of many with only the two. The wounded would have to attend to themselves—

      Another hit impacted against the ship, this time without its shields. Raging fires broke out in the aftermath as multiple explosions sent people flying backward. Sparks and debris fell from the ceilings, black choking smoke quickly reduced visibility and left behind the toxic smell of melted wires, plastic, and metal. The Explorer was adrift. Sixty percent of the ship was engulfed in flames, and newly created hull breaches flung more of the crew out into space, their final resting place. Force fields that would normally cover breaches failed to activate, there just wasn’t enough power. Flashlights became the only source of light inside the areas that still had air to breath.

      Chloe shook her head after being knocked back by the last blast that sent her tumbling toward the wall. She felt blood seep from a small gash on the back of her head. As her eyes opened she saw what remained of the bridge as the fires continued to spread and spew out more black smoke that clouded her vision. The lights had long gone out as well as the lights from all computers the wild fires were the only means of lighting at this point. Ueyei unhooked himself from his seat, kicked off the chair and made his way to the dead helmsman, a stray piece of shrapnel had impaled his chest from the explosion.

      Ueyei activated an emergency broadcast that was powered by a single backup battery pack. He moved his head closer to transmit an important message to the crew. “Abandon ship.” A new alarm replaced the annoying battle stations one, one sounded like the galaxy was coming to an end. “Remember, whatever is going on Oyuri will kill unprotected psionics, no teleportation. Everyone to your escape pods now! Do not walk on the surface without an environment suit!”

      Everyone began to move the wounded toward an escape pod hatch, at least the ones that weren’t damaged. There was plenty of space considering there were few survivors. Ueyei however remained at his new post, the helm of the bridge and utilized manual control to steer the drifting and burning ship away from harm. Chloe moved past the smoke and chaos and frantically began looking for the rifle she had lost her grip on. She had no plans to step aboard an escape pod.

      “I thought I gave you all an order, get out of here now!” Ueyei yelled toward her and the last remaining officer.

      “Captain,” the officer said.

      “We’re still far off from Oyuri, I’ll push us closer,” Ueyei said. “Don’t worry about me; get to your escape pods!”

      “You heard the captain,” Chloe yelled. “Get out of here!”

      The officer nodded then made his way toward the escape pod hatch. With the stray rifle back in her hands, Chloe pulled her body toward the inoperative elevator shaft and forced it open with her hands. She turned back to Ueyei who was now the lone person aboard the burning bridge. “I’m coming back for you, keep this ship steady!”

      Chloe entered the darkened shaft as the flashlight on her rifle shined its white light downward. She saw nothing but bits of floating smoldering debris while she moved her way back down toward the infirmary and hoped it wasn’t one of the sections of the ship that was exposed to the vacuum of space, or burning out of control.

      She forced the elevator doors open, and breathed a sigh of relief. There were fires burning but nothing she couldn’t handle, and most importantly she could still breathe, not very well because of the smoke, but it was possible. She moved through the halls, weightless sweat floated away from her face as she slid past small fires. Her rifle had remained pointed forward as its flashlight lit the way, and its targeting scanner searched for hostile targets, namely Wyuei, though she had her doubts he’d be here. The whole fiasco was clearly a set job by the order, the engine room was probably sabotaged while the crew was gunned down to hamper its ability to recover. It was the JFK all over again, only this time the order members that planned and participated in this were probably long gone.

      She arrived at the infirmary, the light from her flashlight and glowing flames showed no signs of life. Karklosea and Stolanei bodies weren’t there either, it was a good sign, a sign they made it out. She ducked and moved past roaring flames on the walls, and burning equipment floating before her, as she made her way toward the computer that unveiled who she really was. There was no power coming into it, no matter, what she really needed was its data crystal backup, it was slotted into the underside of it. Her hands carefully stored the data crystal away in her pocket as she began to undertake her next hurdle. Escape.

      She entered the halls and began to retrace her trek and return to the bridge. She had every intention of fulfilling her promise to Ueyei. A thunderous explosion interrupted those thoughts, she wasn’t sure where it came from, just that it exposed the deck to space. The cold and unforgiving hands of the vacuum of space pulled her body out toward it. There was nothing she could hang onto; it was too dark to see anyways. The fires were put out instantly as the oxygen that once filled the halls were dragged out, her rifle wasn’t in her hands, and therefore her flashlight was gone. She shielded her face to protect it from the small bits of debris that potentially could have gotten in her eyes.

      Her body tumbled and smashed against a psionic barrier, one that was conjured seconds before she was due to leave the confines of the ship. It took a few seconds but breathable air started to flow through the halls once again, causing her to gasp in relief. Heat was a different story, her body went from sweating profusely to, shivering. There was a figure further down the hall. She couldn’t make out who it was, and with her rifle now out in space . . . This person better be a friend.

      It was Stolanei.

      “Easy on the psionics!” she shouted as the two got close enough to see each other. “Shouldn’t you have been evacuated?”

      “I came back for the data.”

      “You mean this?” Her hand reached back into her pocket and showed him the data crystal.

      He looked surprised that she had it, Chloe was too as she was half expecting it to have been sucked out of her pocket during the hull breach. “Keep that with you,” he said to her. “The nano blockers in your body aren’t working correctly it might be because of what happened on Oyuri. Should they return to normal—”

      “How about we talk about this later?”

      She looked at the barrier behind her and saw a burning, terrifying sight. There were two objects in the distance, one was the Pelican; the other was half of the Explorer where the bridge was located. The entire ship was split in half during the recent blast. The other half of the Explorer was spinning out of control.

      Stolanei led her further into the crumbling fuselage of the ship and into the transport docking bay. A single transport ship was primed and waiting for the two to board. A multitude of explosions roared, the Pelican was unleashing a salvo of plasma missiles to finish them off. Karklosea stood next to the entrance of the transport and waved toward them to hurry up. The explosions behind them didn’t stop, it was a non-stop barrage of missiles that flooded the remaining hallways with flames. Chloe struggled to keep her body still as the transport got closer little by little. The searing heat from the chaos behind came to an end as they boarded and its doors slammed shut. If there was anyone else back there that was lagging behind, may they rest in peace, the transport accelerated out of what remained of one half of the Explorer.
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* * *

      Surrounded by flames and covered in blood, Ueyei, through the cracked windshield of the bridge, watched the last section of the Explorer tumble away then explode, reducing it to nothing. He saw a transport ship leave seconds before it was destroyed, a stray piece of burning hulk from the blast struck them hard and sent the transport into an uncontrolled descent toward the surface of Oyuri.

      The Pelican came about and its plasma missile launchers opened up, it was targeting the last remaining half of the Explorer. Ueyei shut his eyes as the volley exited the dreadnought and propelled toward him, it left behind thin white lines from the missile’s exhaust.

      “Mother, father . . .” Ueyei said. “Tell grandfather to make some tea. I’m coming to visit.”

      The missiles hit their target with the same results that was witnessed seconds earlier. Captain Gab Ueyei went down with his ship.
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* * *

      Transport, Oyuri, Barnard’s Star System

      A small hologram replayed footage of the destruction of the two halves of the Abyssal Explorer then switched to an aft view of the rocking transport as it continued to plunge toward the surface. Its rear section was burning and its shields struggled to prevent the craft from completely burning up in the atmosphere. Chloe walked toward the cockpit as the gravity of Oyuri took a hold.

      “Did everyone make it off?” she asked the pilot.

      “Six escape pods,” he said. “Two transports one of them being us.”

      She slammed her first on the back of the vacant chair she stood behind. “Six? That’s it?!”

      “Five now . . . my gods,” he said, terrorized. The computer updated him with grim information. “The Pelican, it’s shooting at them!”

      “Get us away from the rest of the pods and the transport,” Chloe said. “Spread out, make it harder for them to target, fire, then find another target.”

      With what little flight control the transport had left, it turned away from the remaining five escape pods and transport.

      A rocky valley came into view through the windshield, the transport swerved, coming close to crashing into rocky pillars and small mountains. The piloted yelled for everyone to brace themselves for what was about to come next. The transport crash-landed into a sand dune then rolled in the sand and rocks leaving behind its imprints on the surface.

      The crash-landing was probably the smoothest one Chloe had been on in recent memory and a reminder that she was starting to become fearful of riding transports. It seemed every other one she boarded ended up crashing. Karklosea and Stolanei slowly started to get their weakened bodies back up after the crash. Chloe didn’t want to know what kind of headache they were going to have, as neither of them had fully recovered from the psionic trauma from earlier.

      “Did they make it?” Chloe asked the pilot as he came to.

      He looked down and checked his screen. Six blue dots appeared to have landed not far from where they crashed. “Looks like it.”

      “Let’s all get out,” she said to everyone aboard. “We’re sitting ducks here.”

      “I’ll contact them—”

      “No keep radio silence, the Pelican might be trying to listen in.”

      “Good point,” Stolanei said “Let’s not give away the fact we survived.”

      “I doubt they’ll be risking their psionics to teleport down,” Karklosea said. “We just need to stay out of sight of any transports they send.”

      “And orbital scans,” Chloe muttered as she stepped toward the rear of the craft. “Grab a copy of the logs of the transport if we don’t make it, let’s at least make sure whoever finds it learns the truth of what happened.”

      “Agreed,” Karklosea said as she reached for the transport’s data crystals.

      Chloe took a long look at all who came aboard the transport: herself, the pilot, two other crew members, along with Karklosea and Stolanei. Not enough, she thought. A transport this size could have carried so many more people. People who were probably gunned down during the chaos.

      All six of them utilized the environment suits from the storage compartment, while rifles were handed out from the overhead weapons storage. Regrouping with the survivors was the top priority, and there was probably a chance that the order would send its ground forces over to ensure that nobody lived through the crash.

      Karklosea’s was wobbling back and forth and at one point, it looked as if she was going to faint. “You okay?” Chloe said.

      “Just a little dizzy,” she said. “That psionic interface, it’s grown stronger.”

      The transport doors opened and the yellow, hostile environment of the rocky, sandy terrain came into view. The dim light from Barnard’s Star hung above them, never moving across the skies of the tidally locked planet. The six began to walk through the sands, six sets of footprints were left behind, footprints Chloe hoped nobody would follow.

      Stolanei stopped suddenly, he too showed visual signs through his helmets visor that he was dizzy. He took a knee in the sand and used his rifle to keep his balance as its barrel was pressed down into the sand like a pole.

      “She’s right,” he said “I started to feel dizzy the instant we stepped out.”

      “Let’s keep going,” Karklosea said. “I think we’ll be fine, just not our normal selves.”

      “Nothing is normal these days,” Chloe said.

      “There’s a small settlement to the east,” one of the crew members said, studying a data pad in their hands. “And the transport landed to the north, the escape pods fell beyond that.”

      “Let’s get to the transport first,” Stolanei said, rising to his feet. “There should be more people aboard it and we could use their help in assisting those that from the escape pods.”
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* * *

      An hour had passed and the six stood at the top of a tall sand dune overlooking a narrow valley, it being their chosen path toward the transport. Should they run into an ambush, the walls of the valley and large boulders should provide them with some cover from weapons fire. It also helped keep them below sensor scans across the surface. ESP on the other hand? Luck was the only thing that was going to save from that.

      “So Stolanei, what was so important earlier?” Chloe asked him, during their trek into the valley.

      “Well . . .” he said then paused. “About your DNA and the blockers within your body.”

      “How did you know about all that?”

      “I used to be a member of the Whisper.”

      Chloe stopped moving instantly, while the other five continued to venture into the valley. “What?”

      Stolanei turned back to address her. “Remember when we first met? And you asked if I was part of the CIA?”

      “I guess I wasn’t that far off . . . the Whisper is the CIA equivalent for Radiance.”

      She sprinted briefly to catch back up with the rest of them. They climbed over several large rocks, before leaping down a small slope. The rock faces that surrounded them reminded Chloe of some of the landscape she and her team had to cross during her tours in Iraq and Afghanistan. Who would have thought, years later, she’d be conducting operations on planets far away from Earth, in an alien body that wasn’t hers?

      “Before I resigned from the Whisper,” Stolanei said. “There was talk about establishing a presence on Rasi, Courelia city to be exact. They might be able to restore your true memories while transferring Chloe’s memories back into her body.”

      And if the current theory was correct, Vaishea was the real Chloe. Wherever the hell she was. Chloe grimaced and remained silent, there were enough problems to deal with as it was. Being reminded that her memories were ripped away from her body and placed inside a lookalike was not something she needed to think about.

      Thirty minutes later they came up out of the valley and toward a sand covered clearing where the transport lay. They had to come up with a new game plan. There were several dead bodies lay around the transport, and a lone person in an environment suit standing watch. All six of them switched their communication channels to a different one, on the off chance that an order member was lurking around, eavesdropping on their communication chatter.

      “Bodies . . .” Chloe said as she and the rest hunker down behind boulders. “Looks like not everyone survived the crash.”

      “Or they were ambushed . . .” Karklosea said, then fell over. This time she was unresponsive when her body crashed to the sand covered ground.

      “Karklosea,” Chloe said, while she and two members from the crew assisted Karklosea.

      “I’ll go on ahead,” Stolanei said, rising from their cover.

      “Understood,” Chloe said to him, then addressed the remaining personnel. “Pull back into the valley. Make sure it’s safe just in case there was an ambush.”

      They nodded left and dragged Karklosea’s body with them. Chloe peered over the side of the boulder while Stolanei walked toward the transport, past the bodies and gained the attention of the lone man standing watch. Neither of the two drew their rifles. That’s a good sign.

      Stolanei spoke, asking the man what happened. There was no reply. Of course not, Stolanei along with everyone else switched the communication channels. Stolanei switched his back to the default one, Chloe did the same to listen in, but kept silent.

      “What happened?” Stolanei asked.

      “They didn’t make it,” Doctor Wyuei said.

      Stolanei hadn’t been told that Wyuei was with the order. And saying something now would result in Wyuei hearing her voice, knowing she escaped and knowing that the others including an unresponsive Karklosea were hiding in the valley. It was up to Stolanei now, Chloe hoped he’d clue in, and leave and not drop any hints the rest of them were nearby.

      Stolanei gazed down at the bodies and said. “I can see that, what happened?”

      “It was the heretics they were hunting us,” Wyuei said. “They came out of nowhere gunned us down.”

      Bull-fucking-shit.

      “Just you survived?” Wyuei asked him.

      Stolanei don’t say it, don’t say it! Words Chloe wished she could bellow, but keeping her cover was critical, now more than ever. She held onto her rifle, in anticipation of what would happen next. Given all the bodies that were on the ground, Wyuei had to have had help. Help that could have been hiding inside the transport.

      Stolanei gave his answer. “Yeah, just me. That’s why I’m glad to see you, was starting to wonder if anyone else from the Explorer made it out alive.”

      “I see,” Wyuei said, turning his back to Stolanei. “I presume you are alone then?”

      “Yes, you’re the first person I’ve seen alive since my escape.”

      “That’s all I wanted to know.”

      Wyuei rapidly spun back around, this time his rifle was drawn. One bullet entered and exited through Stolanei’s head and helmet. His body flew backward and landed face up as air from his suit escaped into the hostile environment. His blood spewed out from his exit wound and mixed into the sand below him, his lifeless body added to the body count around him.

      Chloe turned away from the sight. Fury. Absolute fury burned inside her. She maintained her firm grip on her rifle and held back the desire to run in, screaming and shooting.

      “The rest of the escape pods should be this way,” Wyuei said as two armored rangers stepped out of the transport, they were clearly members of the Celestial Order. “You stand watch,” he said to one of them. “And you come with me.”

      Chloe heard enough and switched channels, she couldn’t hold back any longer and yelled loudly, raging and cursing. Stolanei was dead. All that work on staying silent to keep him alive was for nothing. And what of the intel he had about the Whisper in the system? It was gone forever now. Courelia city on Rasi, that’s all she had to work with. Three minutes and god knows how many deep breathes later, Chloe was calm and focused. She kept the anger inside her bottled up, saving it for the moment when she found Wyuei and his partners.

      She brought the rest of the team hiding out in the valley up to speed, she didn’t have much of a choice, as her yelling had made them all extremely concerned. Chloe forced herself to look at the transport, but she avoided looking at Stolanei’s body. Two sets of footprints moved away from the transport over a sand dune, Wyuei and one of the rangers. The ranger that was ordered to stand watch remained, and circled around the transport with his rifle ready for action.

      Chloe waited for the ranger to patrol and walk behind the transport. Once he was out of visual range, she got up and ran quickly toward the side of the transport while the pilot stood watch over her and waited for the right time to strike. She reached down to pick up a small rock then hurled it into the distance. The sound of it falling back down and crashing to the ground put the ranger on edge, and he moved toward the sound.

      As he moved away from the transport Chloe crept up behind him from the opposite side. His head scanned the horizon, nothing out of the ordinary, until he turned back to the transport and saw her footprints coming down from the entrance to the valley. It was too late for him, multiple point-blank rifle rounds from Chloe’s weapon shattered his shields, when he turned around to address her. Two harpoon shaped rounds fired by the pilot entered his head afterward. One down, three to go.

      Chloe moved over to check on Stolanei, while the remaining four moved out from the valley and toward their newly captured transport ship. Chloe hoped that Stolanei had some psionic trickery planned that saved his life, and that he was faking being dead the entire time.

      She looked down and saw the painful truth. There weren’t any cunning tricks, he was gone.
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      Mountain range, Rasi, Barnard’s Star System

      Jazz’s one free hand held on to the ledge of the cliff. Bulky white feathery snowflakes from the blizzard continued to mar his visibility and obscure where Jainuzei had gone. He moved his free hand upward in an attempt to pull himself back up. As it touched the fragile surface of the cliff a chunk of it gave away and tumbled slowly down into the dark abyss below while forcing his hand back down. Once again Jazz found himself hanging on with one hand, then felt the surface crack. What little support he had was going to break apart.

      Jazz looked down to get a better view of what was below him, he hoped that the impending fall would be survivable. It wasn’t, not even with Rasi’s low gravity. The cliff cracked some more, and he felt his arm lower slightly then felt firmer vibrations from the environment around him. He looked to the side and saw the source of the tremors, an avalanche.

      Great, because I need more problems right now, he thought.

      The snow from the avalanche fell down another slope close to him, it piled down into the dip below and filled its once dark abyss with its cold frozen grace. His fall would now turn into a fall directly into the snow from the avalanche. A hand from above moved down, gripped his, and slowly pulled him back up. He used his free hand to quickly dust away the layer of snow that had fallen onto his visor. It was Vaishea. She was alive, and doing everything in her power to ensure he would be too. There was just one problem. The ledge began to give away at a faster rate thanks to Vaishea’s body kneeling on top of it as she continued to pull Jazz back up. Nevertheless, she continued to pull him up, if the ledge held long enough for Jazz to regain his footing, the two could leap backward quickly before it fell.

      Almost there.

      Jazz got back to his feet. He saw Vaishea smile at him through her visor, the lights from inside her helmet highlighted her delight that he was alive. A distraction, Jazz briefly forgot about the unstable ledge the two of them stood on, and the importance of running at that point.

      It crumbled into rocks and the two fell slowly, holding on to each other as they vanished from sight into the darkness and snow blanked slope below. Their fall was broken by the snow that fell from the avalanche below. They rolled and spilled down the newly formed snow hill for several minutes. Jazz felt his body stop moving as their rolling came to an end. He saw and felt nothing but snow as he began to dig his way upward to the surface. He saw Vaishea’s head pop out from the snow seconds after he did.

      “What took ya so long?” he asked her.

      “I was left hanging at the other side,” she said. “That kick he gave me was unexpected.”

      “He’s got power I’ll give him that,” Jazz said and began to drag himself through the chest high snow. He came toward the start of a long incline that went down toward lower-lying land and away from the mountains. Or so he hoped. The blizzard was still making it hard to see far. “So . . . are you familiar with human sports?” he asked her while looking down at the slope.

      “Not particularly.”

      “There’s this one interesting one called skiing,” he said. “I’mma give you some bad lessons in it right now.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Well for starters we ain’t got no skiing gear, which is kinda important for skiing. But by the looks of things, skiing down this hill might just be our way out.”

      He moved over toward several large and long icicles hanging off the rock face, they were almost as tall as Jazz, and extremely thick. Low gravity caused them to form the way they did. The icicles would serve as perfect makeshift skiing poles. He handed two of them to Vaishea who looked at them, confused as to what she was expected to do with them.

      They approached the slope while he gave her a quick rundown on how skiing works to be exact skiing without skis, booting. Jazz leaped down first and hoped that the boots of his environment suit would keep his footing steady as he slid down the hill, using his icicle poles to guide and stabilize him. Vaishea followed behind and tried her best to mimic Jazz’s actions. The tasked turned out to be a lot easier than he thought it would be, the low gravity once again saved their asses and provided a means of escape. On Earth such an act would have resulted in them wiping out several times as they went down the hill, but they did still come close a few times.

      Several minutes later, and so far, so good. They were moving further away from the mountains and toward the surface of Rasi. Jazz looked back and saw Vaishea was still keeping up and even possibly enjoying herself judging by the random chuckles. The ground began to rumble once again, another avalanche was triggered, this time it was posed to swallow them.

      “Aw fuck!” Jazz yelled in response.

      A fierce race against the nature of Rasi ensued as tons of snow and ice fell from the mountaintops, came crashing down, and plowed toward Vaishea and Jazz. Periodically Jazz looked back to see how far away the raging snow field was, and if Vaishea was still safe, she was, after all, behind him and therefore the closest to it. The slope they slid across leveled off and became flat, there was no more sliding down. From this point, they’d need to rely on their feet

      They made a hard turn to the right and ran. Some of the snow from the avalanche raged high above them in the skies, creating a mesmerizing sight for the two of them. Wave upon wave of snow were slowly moving and falling. It was thick enough to block out the snowfall from the blizzard, and thick enough to bury them forever unless they could run out of its range. Clumps of snow the size of basketballs gradually fell between the two as they ran. Jazz saw a clearing where snowfall was still coming down, and he hoped a safe zone, where the avalanche’s snow above them was not going to land.

      The huge pillows of snow started to fall rapidly, the avalanche was less than a kilometer above, and seconds away from touching down. They made it at last. The blizzard snowfall surrounded them, the dark clouds above and the foot of the mountain behind them, as the first waves from the avalanche finally crashed down in a maelstrom. Huffing and puffing was the only sounds the two made as they stopped to take a breather having done their fair share of exercise for the day.

      Vaishea looked back at the chaos asked Jazz. “Humans do that for sport?”

      “Well with better equipment, gravity, and mountains that ain’t trying to swallow you.” He sat in the snow, and his sore legs thanked him for the act. “But . . . let’s not do that again.”
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* * *

      Lyonria structure, Oyuri, Barnard’s Star System

      Hannah was still upset over Torval’s failure.

      Had he taken the proper gem all three of the goddess could have broken the seal on the wormhole generator that rested in front of her. Emelia may have taken refuge inside Jazz’s body, but she was still partly linked to the gem that once held her essence. That link, as small as it was, would have been enough to control Jazz’s mind and force him to find a way to come here like the rest.

      Failure. Failure. Failure. It was the only words that flowed through Hannah’s mind. She was born for this moment, born to be the key that would unlock a gateway into aether space, and pave the path for the goddesses’ return. They trusted her. She failed them, her visions of what to come, failed her. She couldn’t see the future, not clearly.

      Why?

      “Our missing sister can’t utilize this orb,” Aviuheart said.

      Nivrui and Aviuheart stood next to Hannah, side by side. Their bright white gowns emitted light across Hannah’s black Lolita gothic attire.

      “Her human host must bring her here,” Nivrui said.

      “Jazz is still in the system,” Hannah said. “But I don’t know if he’ll be here!”

      “The Hannah’s visions are clouded,” Nivrui said.

      “The interference has grown strong,” Aviuheart said.

      The two goddesses slowly sidestepped around Hannah, their divine eyes never looked away from her as Hannah continued to look at the disk that held two out of three of the gems needed to complete one of her final tasks.

      “The interference,” Nivrui said to Aviuheart. “Our brothers?”

      “No, someone else. One who was once corporeal.”

      “They must be stopped. The Hannah must see and choose the correct outcome.”

      “Speak to those on the Pelican!” Hannah yelled to the two. “Make them think their gods have a special request of them!”
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* * *

      Abyssal Pelican, Oyuri Orbit, Barnard’s Star System

      Jainuzei was ecstatic when the transport he had left Rasi on finally arrived and docked within the Abyssal Pelican after an hour-long journey. Every Celestial Order member that was present on Rasi and Oyuri was evacuated to the Pelican, including Alisha by Jainuzei’s direct request. The news updates he received on his way back were, troubling. The wraith began to infect the populations on both worlds and those that fell became wraith themselves and helped further spread the outbreak. Oyuri’s outbreak was limited to the eternal eclipse region, the wraith there choose to hurdle around the Lyonria ruins and the settlements next to it.

      It was never his intention for things to escalate the way they had. Had Odelea worked faster she might have neutralized the virus the wraith all had or modified it to only infect humans, it caused the mutations in the first place. Innocent bystanders on both worlds wouldn’t have to suffer the way they were now and the problem could have been contained with ease. This was all Jazz’s fault. That human and his interference caused this. He was a man of great evil as far as Jainuzei was concerned, and got what he deserved when he pushed him off that cliff.

      Jainuzei entered the bridge of the Pelican. Too many problems were popping up, the wraith outbreak, and the celestial ascension plans being accelerated. Jainuzei needed answers. He needed direction as to what he must do next, answers he hoped to find from the bridge crew. What he saw as he stepped out of the elevator was Torval, the Hashmedai Assassins’ Guild master trembling and panicking.

      “Torval, what is going on? Where is the Patriarch Dalhakei?” Jainuzei asked as he approached him.

      The captain of the Pelican, Peluei, said to Jainuzei. “Weapons Master—”

      “Not now, I must hear what Torval has to say,” Jainuzei said.

      “Well.” Torval’s yellow eyes shifted back and forth as sweat dripped off his Hashmedai face. He’d have to be assigned quarters with chilly air soon. The humid air was slowly killing him. “Dalhakei is dead.”

      “What?”

      “There was an accident, he hit his head hard.”

      “My gods . . .” Jainuzei said, brushing his large hand through his brown hair. “His body must be found at once for a proper memorial.”

      “One thing at time,” Torval said. “He had one final, uh, request along with Hannah. We must travel to Earth. More humans are needed since we don’t have enough human wraiths.”

      “This will defeat the whole purpose of our Hashmedai brothers and sisters currently there. And will take us twelve years to get there.”

      Torval’s mouth twisted. “The wormhole?”

      “None of us can generate one. In any case it is not my place to make these choices,” Jainuzei said. “Captain, what is your command?”

      “For you to take command of this operation,” Peluei said.

      Jainuzei couldn’t believe what he heard and at one point refused to believe it. He stepped away from Torval and approached the captain, “Me?” he asked to confirm.

      “Were you not the Patriarch’s guard?”

      “I was one of many.”

      “Who are dead,” Peluei said. “Protocol states if the Patriarch goes missing his lead protector takes command of his vessel.”

      “Dalhakei isn’t missing, he’s dead.”

      “We don’t have a body to confirm it, until then he is officially missing not dead.” Peluei pointed toward his captain’s chair located in the central section of the bridge. It was placed on a raised plank like platform that was perched high above a pit like section of the bridge where dozens of psionics and operations crewmembers worked and maintained the ship’s extremely complex systems. “You’re the captain now until we get confirmation.”

      Jainuzei stepped over to the chair slowly, he was still in shock at the new turn of events. Captain of the Abyssal Pelican, he thought as he looked down at the crew below him as they awaited his command, then behind as the rest of the crew gave him their full attention.

      “So then . . . with that said,” Peluei said. “What is your command?”

      “What’s the status of the survivors of the Explorer?” Jainuzei asked as he took a seat on his new throne.

      “Our forces have a lead on their escape pods,” Peluei said. “They shall be dealt within the hour.”

      “And the outbreak on Rasi and Oyuri?”

      “The union is placing Rasi under quarantine; Oyuri is expected to follow but only the eternal eclipse region.”

      “We’ll need access to both worlds if the situation calls for it,” Jainuzei said. “Inform all Radiance forces that, Patriarch Dalhakei is missing and I’m in command.”

      It was a somewhat dishonorable act, but necessary. The gods would be displeased with him should he fail to make the ascension happen. The last thing he wanted was to close off all possible options that he might need to take advantage of in the future.

      “Understood,” Peluei said, then began to direct the communication team to carry out Jainuzei’s request.

      “I want only the Pelican and our forces aboard it to freely enter and exit all worlds in this system until further notice,” Jainuzei said as he fingered the small computer terminal on his chair. A holographic projection appeared displaying to him shipwide readiness and the location of all Radiance ships in the system.

      And more importantly?

      The last known location of the Silver Raven, another problem that needed to be dealt with as quickly as possible.
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* * *

      Desert, Oyuri, Barnard’s Star System

      Chloe sat in the co-pilot seat of their newly captured transport. A computer terminal in front of her unveiled that the transport was equipped with a small set of plasma missiles. She grinned then shut down the display to face the rest of her little band of survivors in the rear cabin. They all nodded to her that they were ready, including Karklosea with what little energy she had. Chloe then gave the thumbs up to the pilot to take off and follow the footprints of Wyuei and his companion.

      The Celestial Order was convinced they had control of this particular transport, and therefore wouldn’t suspect much if it took off and traveled toward two of their members, or elsewhere on the planet. At least that’s what the game plan was but as the last few hours had proven to Chloe what you plan and what ended up happening were two very different things.

      It didn’t take long for their transport to catch up with the two order members. They were prone and taking aim at the survivors on the ground with their rifles. Survivors that were clustered around their landed escape pods, sorting out supplies and doing what they could for the wounded, oblivious to the two snipers ready to end their lives. Those same snipers were oblivious to the transport which had just gained a weapon lock on their position. Chloe wished she could see the looks on Wyuei and his partner’s face as two plasma missiles shot out from the transport and exploded right on top of them. The prevailing explosions pulsed outward, sand, rocks and chunks of glass created by the intense heat generated. There wasn’t much of a body left of either of them, just a small crater of glass in the sands and partially vaporized body parts.

      After the kill was confirmed, the transport landed next to the escape pods and the shaken group of survivors with many questions about what just happened. And what would they do next.

      “Major,” Karklosea said to Chloe as the transport’s doors lifted open.

      “Don’t call me that,” Chloe said. She then looked outside at the small gathering of Radiance races in their environment suits, the final survivors of the Abyssal Explorer. There were two Vorcambreum among the group, one was female, the other was a young male, in other words, the captain wasn’t among the survivors. “Guess this is it huh? All that’s left of the crew.”

      “We’ll need to seek shelter if the order is still hunting us,” Karklosea said, then addressed everyone outside. “Who’s in command here?”

      “I don’t see the captain,” a crewmember said.

      “A lot of the bridge officers were killed before things went bad,” Chloe said.

      Karklosea grimaced and took a long pause. “It’s me then. I’m the lead bridge psionic.”

      “And therefore the last surviving high-ranking bridge officer,” Chloe said.

      Chloe felt a small amount of guilt for how she had acted, for she basically upstaged Karklosea who should have been calling the shots. Yes, she did pass out at one point, but nevertheless, everything that had happened since the destruction of the Explorer had been Chloe’s call, and everyone went with it. They were starting to look at her as their true leader, and not Karklosea, the one who should be leading them.

      And it needed to end now.

      Chloe wasn’t their leader, hell she wasn’t even Chloe, she was Vaish with Chloe’s memories in the driver’s seat. She needed to get off this planet, return to Rasi, and seek out the Whisper. She couldn’t take these people along with her. What she had to do wasn’t their fight and was risky as hell. They needed to survive out here until Radiance came to help them, and they needed a leader that was going to stay with them till the end. Karklosea was that leader, Chloe was not.

      Wasting no more time, Chloe ran toward the supply crates inside the transport, and began dumping each and every one outside. Weapons, equipment, medical tools and kits, repair kits, almost everything.

      “What are you doing?” Karklosea asked her.

      “You guys are going to need it more than me,” Chloe said as she tossed out the last med kit. “I’m going to borrow this transport. The order probably still thinks they own it.”

      “Then why are you taking it?”

      “I need to get to Rasi,” she said, gazing at the cockpit’s flight controls, “and this looks like the only ride there that won’t get shot down. You all should move out on foot to the nearest settlement.”

      “Sorry I thought I was in command now?” Karklosea said, following her into the cockpit.

      “You are, and they’re going to need you to guide them there while staying under the radar.”

      “Why is it so important you get to Rasi?”

      “Because it’s what Stolanei would have wanted.” Chloe sat in the chair, suppressing the uneasy body language that was hidden by her environment suit. She wasn’t a pilot, she’d never flown a transport. “Now get going, stick to the low ground, according to this map you guys should get there within an hour.”

      Karklosea said nothing more, she just gazed at her for several seconds before taking her leave off the transport. Chloe shut the doors, and briefly debated what would have happened if she at the very least gave them a lift to the settlement an hour away. The scenario that played out in her head was a grim one, in which the order would have tracked them to that location to find out why their transport went there unannounced. Stolanei was dead because she did what she thought was the right thing. And giving them a lift was definitely the right thing to do in this situation.

      Chloe extended her fingers out toward the transport’s controls. Shut her eyes and began to think and recall if the fragments of Vaish’s memories had any kind of flight training whatsoever. Getting the transport off the ground was one thing. Breaking orbit, entering sub light, and landing on Rasi was another.
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      ESV Winston Churchill, Titan orbit, Sol System

      Captain Martin Xavier held on tight to the computer console that generated the central hologram aboard the bridge. Another impact against what little shields they had was imminent as the two steadfast Hashmedai destroyers continued to show them little mercy. The plasma hit them, it ignited more fires and sent crew members that weren’t strapped into their chairs spinning in zero-g. Xavier reoriented his body, then tilted his head back up to the hologram which now randomly flicked on and off, with newly updated tactical information.

      “Shields down!” Benson yelled from his terminal.

      Despite their dire situation, nobody panicked. Those that were misplaced from the last hit moved back to their posts as their magnetic boots clung to the floor. Injured personnel were secured and dragged out to the infirmary. Fire extinguishers sprayed their mist outward minutes later, putting an end to the red glowing light source behind him.

      A closer inspection of the flickering hologram showed that the Hashmedai destroyer Night Hunter shields were critically low. Xavier took one last glance at the bridge crew, and his sinking ship. If this was the way it was going to end, one of the Hashmedai ships was coming down with them.

      “Mr. Matsushita, ready nuclear warheads,” Xavier said, facing his tactical officer. “If we’re goin’ down let’s send ‘em parting gift!”

      Everyone paused upon hearing Xavier’s words, their eyes all shifted away from their screens and projections toward their captain. Nobody objected, not even Benally, in fact she grinned after the hologram loaded an image of the estimated blast radius of the nuclear blast. A giant sphere of death would place the Winston Churchill and the Night Hunter and Scathing Hand at ground zero. Both the Winston Churchill and the Night Hunter would be destroyed, while the Scathing Hand would lose its shields and suffer minor damage.

      “Aye, sir,” Matsushita said finally and spun round in his chair to key in the new orders.

      EVE announced via the ships intercom system that a nuclear launch was authorized and imminent, it confirmed to the bridge crew that Xavier’s order was legit, and their end was near. Several people said a quick prayer, others paused to take a few deep breaths before they returned to their duties.

      “It’s been an honor sir,” Chavez said.

      “Acquiring target,” Matsushita said.

      “Aye,” Xavier said, while gazing out through the forward window, taking in one last look at Titan and Saturn, before it was blocked out by the circling Night Hunter. “Standby to launch in three, two—”

      “Captain!” Yates yelled cutting off his countdown, though it was unnecessary.

      The newly updated hologram changed the tide of battle. The two Hashmedai destroyers broke off their spinning attacks against the Winston Churchill. They acquired a new target, one that wasn’t there seconds earlier. The Wilfrid Laurier had appeared and it wasted no time opening its weapon ports and allowed scores of plasma missiles to dart outward to the Hashmedai ships.

      “They’re about five minutes early . . .” Benally said eying the hologram.

      “Fine by me,” Xavier said. “Helm back us off.”

      “Yes sir!” Chavez said with glee.

      Death would have to wait for another time to claim the crew; the battle became an even two on two fight. “Keep those nukes hot, if we get a clear shot let’s take it!” Xavier said.
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* * *

      ESV Wilfrid Laurier, Titan orbit, Sol System

      Captain Agatha Chevallier’s magnetic boots kept her body still as she looked intently at the central hologram. Her black and grey hair was tied into a bun which waved from side to side as she kept her hands behind her back, while the flag of France was proudly stitched to the back of her uniform.

      She saw the two Hashmedai destroyers break off from the assault on the Winston Churchill, and aim their deadly plasma cannons at the Wilfrid Laurier instead. The very same kind of cannons that were used to kill billions of human lives twenty-two years ago. She felt no fear that she was once again looking at them. Things were different now. She wasn’t a young lieutenant aboard a French aircraft carrier. She was now a captain of a UNE battleship, a ship that wasn’t going to be ripped into pieces after one direct shot.

      “Ma’am, the Winston Churchill has nukes primed,” Lieutenant Vick reported. “And one of the Hashmedai ships is breaking away from us.”

      Vick was indeed correct, the central hologram showed that one of the Hashmedai destroyers, made a sudden and probably last-minute turn away from the Wilfrid Laurier and back toward the Winston Churchill.

      “Probably going to finish what they started,” Chevallier said in her French accent. “Monsieur Holms, bring our nukes online.”
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* * *

      Scathing Hand, Titan Orbit, Sol System

      A stressed out hiss left T’esih’s mouth. She didn’t like making last minute changes to her battle strategies, she knew it annoyed people under her command, especially when you second-guess yourself and issue new orders that request the crew to do the opposite of what she had just ordered. In this case the Night Hunter. She ordered it and the Scathing Hand to break from the Winston Churchill and face the Wilfrid Laurier head on. Then changed her mind and ordered it back to finish off the Winston Churchill.

      The gap that they created in response to the Wilfrid Laurier would have given the Winston Churchill plenty of time to fire their nukes. That couldn’t happen. And Martop couldn’t allow an enemy ship to slip in without his psionic ESP sensing it again. She’d have to discipline him later. Failure would not be tolerated. This was supposed to be her time to prove she was best suited for the rank of admiral.

      Delin’s head shifted toward T’esih. “The other human ship is arming atomic weapons!”

      “Make us face it,” T’esih said and folded her weightless hands together. “Ensure the Night Hunter stays on target, do not let that human ship escape or launch atomic weapons, we are so close!”

      The Scathing Hand moved to place itself directly in front of the Wilfrid Laurier, while the Night Hunter returned to its previous target the Winston Churchill, which was moving away from the conflict as fires started to burn through small sections of it.
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* * *

      ESV Wilfrid Laurier, Titan Orbit, Sol System

      Chevallier’s composure remained unchanged as she saw the Scathing Hand quickly park itself fifty kilometers in front of the Wilfrid Laurier via the central hologram and forward windows.

      “It’s right in our grill ma’am,” Ensign Mikhailov said.

      Her XO, Commander Omar Patel stood next to her, watching how close the two ships got, and the size of the blast radius if they fired nukes. “If we fire now . . .”

      “Full power to forward shields,” Chevallier said. “Fire at will with conventional weapons. Helm do not wait for my order, if you see a clearing make a break for it.” She looked at the hologram as it showed the Winston Churchill move in the opposite direction to the Wilfrid Laurier and Scathing Hand as they dueled and exchanged plasma missiles and rail gun slugs with plasma cannon bursts.

      It was a race to see who could lower the other side’s shields first. A race the Scathing Hand intended to win as it moved and pivoted itself to prevent the Wilfrid Laurier from moving forward. Backtracking was its only option. Chevallier was impressed at how much more maneuverable Hashmedai ships were compared to UNE ones. Command would need to rethink the designs for future ships.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Titan orbit, Sol System

      “Keep moving Mr. Chavez,” Xavier said as the rings of Saturn came into view from the windows. Later he tapped a button on his console and opened up a communication link to Chief Engineer Shanuka Weerasinghe. “Engine room what’s your status?”

      “Reactor working in overdrive and I got damage reports coming in from all over the ship,” Weerasinghe’s voice said through the speaker.

      Xavier lifted his eyes up to the damaged, intermittent, hologram. The Night Hunter was gaining speed. Its red dot representation inched closer to the blue dot of the Winston Churchill. “They’ll catch up at this rate, need more speed,” he said to Weerasinghe.

      “And shields,” Benally said. “Three or four direct hits in our state and we’ll lose half the ship.”

      “EVE!” Xavier yelled to their AI. “I need more power to the engines and aft shields. Keep the nuclear warhead launchers active. That’s all I give a damn ‘bout now.”

      “I will have to sacrifice life-support in certain areas of the ship for that,” EVE said.

      “Do it, evacuate all personnel in those areas at once!”

      EVE went into what seemed like a trance while her processors began to take control of more of the Winston Churchill’s power functions. Seconds later, the central holographic projection provided an update for Xavier to read. Aft shields rose to three percent. Better than nothing.

      “Helm?”

      Chavez smiled while his hands continued to pilot the ship. “Thirty-four percent increase to speed, Captain.”

      “In two thousand kilometers bring us around to face the destroyer harassing the Wilfrid Laurier.”

      With its newfound speed the Winston Churchill moved further way and built a wider gap, one that allowed them to deliver their payload of nuclear missiles and stay clear of the blast zone. Naturally the Night Hunter had other plans and it discharged four large balls of plasma from its forward cannons.

      “Evasive action!” Xavier said upon learning of the new incoming threat.

      It was a long shot given the new distance between the two, it would take time for the plasma to catch up and hit the Winston Churchill. The calculations needed to avoid being hit were transmitted to Chavez’ terminal courtesy of EVE. The timing, the pitch, speed, estimate trajectory of the plasma. Everything he would need was there he just needed to do it, to make it happen.

      Chavez’ handiwork, combined with EVE’s calculation caused the Winston Churchill to turn away from the attack, three of the plasma balls missed, one however scraped the side of the aft shields. “Almost there, Captain!” Chavez reported.

      Xavier double-checked the updated reports from the hologram in regard to the estimated blast radius should they fire nuclear weapons at the Scathing Hand. The Winston Churchill was seconds from entering the clear and safe area. Both the Wilfrid Laurier and Scathing Hand naturally wouldn’t be. The nuke would need to explode at a distance in space where the shockwave would do major damage to the Scathing Hand while not bringing harm to the Wilfrid Laurier. They were two minutes away from being within the perfect range to do that.

      Then one minute.

      Twenty seconds.

      Five seconds.

      “Now, Mr. Chavez!”

      The Winston Churchill made a sudden and sharp wide one-eighty turn, placing their line of sight directly toward the Scathing Hand. The Night Hunter adjusted its trajectory, took aim once again at the Winston Churchill and started the process of charging its plasma cannons.

      “Target that destroyer, and inform the Wilfrid Laurier to hang on tight.”
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* * *

      ESV Wilfrid Laurier, Titan orbit, Sol System

      “Captain it’s the Winston Churchill,” Lieutenant McKay announced from her communication station. “They’re going to nuke the destroyer in front of us!”

      Patel grimaced and asked. “Is he mad?”

      “No, he is clever, and so are we,” Chevallier said. “Put everything we got into shields,” she then said via a shipwide broadcast, “All hands, brace for impact.”

      The Wilfrid Laurier’s current position may not have been the exact battle plan but it ended up working in their favor. By remaining in their spot they served as bait that held the Scathing Hand in place as the Winston Churchill unloaded its sucker punch from behind. If things worked out in their favor, both the Scathing Hand and Night Hunter would have minimal shields, leaving the Wilfrid Laurier the sole ship in the battle with maximum survivability.

      Assuming the Winston Churchill detonates the nuke at the right time. If they allow it to get too close, then both Wilfrid Laurier’s shields and Scathing Hand’s would take a pounding. UNE ships may have had stronger shields than Hashmedai, but one nuke at ground zero plus follow up plasma cannon blasts would end them, relatively quickly.
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* * *

      Scathing Hand, Titan orbit, Sol System

      “That human ship is still intact . . . why?” T’esih asked as she pushed away a holographic display.

      “The Night Hunter is reacquiring weapons lock,” Martop said.

      “And the human ship is locking onto us!”
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Titan orbit, Sol System

      “Ready, Captain,” Matsushita said.

      Xavier’s right fist clenched together in a ball. “ . . . Fire!”

      A team of armory crewmen worked in the dark as they quickly saw to it that one nuclear missile was loaded into the launch tubes and sent away with a tactical drone. It ejected from the firing port into space. The drone next to it provided a strong shield to prevent it from being targeted and destroyed before it got to its destination. Battle data relayed back and forth to the bridge of the Winston Churchill, the data updated the central hologram of the current course of the warhead as it hurtled toward the Scathing Hand. When the time was right, a detonation signal was sent from the Winston Churchill. It traveled at the speed of light toward the drone, then the drone relayed that same message to the complex computers inside the warhead to explode right away.

      Everyone aboard the bridge shielded their eyes as the bringer of light arrived. The catastrophic multimegaton explosion sent a brilliant and colorful shockwave that erupted in all directions taking on a sphere form that grew larger with each passing millisecond. The blast impacted and wreaked havoc against the shields of the Scathing Hand, mainly it’s aft, port, and starboard. The Wilfrid Laurier was hit by the tail end of the blast, as a result of that and the ship taking cover behind the Scathing Hand, the Wilfrid Laurier shields only dropped to thirty-nine percent.

      The Scathing Hand’s shields were down to two percent, while the Night Hunter still maintained its twelve percent. Even if the Winston Churchill were to fall now, the Wilfrid Laurier had more than enough in them to finish the fight and claim victory in the name of the UNE.

      As the light from the nuclear explosion dimmed, Xavier grinned and removed his hands away from his face. “Your move,” he said.
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* * *

      Scathing Hand, Titan orbit, Sol System

      “Report!” T’esih demanded!

      Delin checked his holographic displays. “Shields are gone and we are venting atmosphere in the rear compartments!”

      “Radiation levels are climbing outside,” another officer said.

      Martop completed his ESP scans and provided his report. “The human ship in front of us has taken damage as well. We could end them in a few more hits.”

      “They still have shields, we barely have any.”

      T’esih assessed the situation as new options were brought to her attention. Destroying the Winston Churchill would enrage the Wilfrid Laurier and might force them to finish them and the Night Hunter off. The Night Hunter had minimal shields and a follow up atomic missile from the Winston Churchill could put them both down if they got too close. Escape was the only option. She came here to prove herself, not commit suicide.

      T’esih chose her option. “Regroup with the Shade Flare behind Rhea and have the Night Hunter cover our retreat . . .”

      “Captain—”

      “Both of those human ships are going to need repairs before they leave the sector, and none of them have psionics. They can’t detect us as long as we remain behind a moon.”

      As ordered, the Scathing Hand directed all power to its engines, causing it to turn and break away. Night Hunter quickly moved in closer and positioning itself to take the brunt of the Wilfrid Laurier’s assault with what little shields it had left. Surprise fire in the form of plasma came toward the Winston Churchill from the fleeing Hashmedai destroyers, a warning, stay away as the Scathing Hand entered sub light speed then later the Night Hunter behind it.

      “Two ships . . .” said Delin. “I recommend we withdraw our interceptors as well.”

      T’esih’s punched the arm of her captain’s chair. The interceptors were supposed to carry out their conquest of Titan’s surface. But they too needed to pull back. She didn’t want to do it, but it was necessary, they were going to need all the support they could get while they made repairs.

      “Bring them back,” T’esih said reluctantly. “Any word from our warriors on the surface?”

      “They were engaged with humans inside a base, that’s the last we heard of them.”

      “They are fine warriors, they will prevail.”

      The Scathing Hand and Night Hunter exited their sub light escape and took refuge behind the moon of Rhea alongside the Hashmedai carrier Shade Flare. Light from the sun was blocked out thanks to the moon, and with that came a block of all sensor scans from the two human ships. They’d probably figure out in few minutes that they moved behind the moon, and when they come to search they’d be long gone. Saturn like most gas giants was littered with moons, which were going to keep them undetected until the time to strike was right.

      “Make repairs, let the shields regenerate,” T’esih said, undoing her seat belt. “I want ESP sweeps of the sector; I want to know exactly where those human attack ships are. They are not to leave the sector intact, do I make myself clear?”
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* * *

      Gladius squadron, Titan, Sol System

      Lines of smoke littered the aerial battle field in the yellow hazy skies of Titan as Solaris fighters from Hyperion squadron under protection from Gladius squadron maintained their decisive waltz. Aura pulled the nose of her craft down toward the surface and observed the damage done to the city and it’s outskirts below. Fires burned uncontrollably, fueled by the oxygen inside the buildings and the methane from Titan’s atmosphere.

      A group of Hashmedai interceptors swooping down to make another plasma strike against her team, were her targets. A risky task for the lightly shielded Hyperion Solaris fighters, an easy task for her craft and its stronger shields. Her HUD reported a target lock on the lead attacking interceptor. Suddenly, the interceptor changed course, and ignited a full thrust burn from its rear engines. It shot back up into space alongside the rest of the attacking interceptor forces.

      “They’re breaking off!” Aura said, almost in a cheer.

      “That nuke must have put the fear of god in them,” Orbital said over the radio.

      “Only they don’t practice religious worship.”

      “Whatever, you know what I mean!”

      “Let’s secure the air space, make sure none of them got left behind,” Red Lotus of Hyperion squadron said. “Afterward, protect those evacuation transports.”

      Aura repositioned her fighter to see the small fleet of evacuation transports slowly fleeing the city, while several others took off from the surface below to join them. “Aura . . .” Red Lotus transmitted.

      “Don’t mention it,” Aura said. “We’re all in this together.”

      After many flybys and much circling, it was confirmed the airspace was free of all Hashmedai influence. Only the UNE fighters and the evacuation transports remained high in the skies casting small shadows on the land below.

      One problem taken care off. Now for the next.

      Aura opened up a communication link to Chris Boyd. “Gladius lead to EDF lead, you all still with us?”

      “This place is like a night club,” Chris transmitted back to her. “Got some loud motherfuckers inside and a line up outside waiting to come in.”

      She chuckled at his comment, and humors cry for help. “Sounds like you need some bouncers,” she said, then cut the link and said to her team. “Gladius form up with me.” She then transmitted to Hyperion’s lead fighter, “Red Lotus?”

      “We’ll be fine here,” Red Lotus said.

      The remaining ten fighters of Gladius entered a delta flying formation with Aura’s fighter leading the charge. Their engines burned brightly as they propelled out of sight from the skies above the city and accelerated toward mountains in the north, the location of the UNE black site.
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* * *

      UNE Black Site, Titan, Sol System

      Blood and spent bullets turned the once pristine lobby of the Black Site into a noisy and messy scene. Chris and several members of the site’s staff held back a new wave of Hashmedai warriors and guardians. Overturned desks and pillars were their only source of cover from the tractor beams of the guardian’s plasma swords. Neither side was making major progress which made Chris wondered if Sarah did the right thing by entering that psionic creation pod, thing, whatever the fuck they called it.

      Having her at his side during this confrontation would have been beneficial. And it would have given Avearan, who still possessed Ella’s body, incentive to stay back. Ella was the first human ever to show signs of psionic activity, and might become the first one to be killed in combat. Chris felt someone tap him on his shoulder as he lowered himself behind the desk he was using as cover to avoid tractor beam pull from a nearby guardian.

      Turning around, he saw the person in question trying to get his attention. “Michei?”

      “I’ll support you with barriers,” the visibly exhausted Rabuabin psionic said. “That’s all I can muster without overworking my brain.”

      A purple aura surrounded Chris and several other black site staff members. A protective psionic shield created by Michei. Chris was glad, it was less work his shields needed to do. His arms and rifle however weren’t protected, which was understandable, it allowed him to fire without the need for Michei to constantly iris the barrier so that his bullets didn’t hit the inside of the shield.

      Chris primed and tossed a plasma grenade into the cluster of Hashmedai. He waited to hear them run and sprint away from the explosive device. Once he heard it he rose and lifted his rifle to spray high velocity bullets, hoping to take out any Hashmedai that were too busy focused on avoiding the grenade rather than staying in cover behind their guardians.

      Two fell over dead, their blood and brain chunks splattering across the floor. The grenade exploded seconds later and sent an emerald green burst of heated plasma away along with the legs of four Hashmedai that didn’t run away fast enough, including a guardian.

      The plasma rifles and great swords of the downed Hashmedai began to rise almost as if invisible hands held onto them. The balcony up above the battle revealed why. Ella’s psionic mind with Avearan at the wheel. Four plasma blades hovered for several seconds then began the elegant task of dismembering the remaining enemy combatants one by one. Chris and the rest held their fire. Avearan was a one-woman army, capable of wielding any weapon. She first came into the fray with rifles orbiting her and shooting at their invaders, now plasma blades.

      A guardian attempted to draw her closer to him with his tractor beam. She merely forced a great sword into the path of the beam, forcing it to be drawn in instead, with the edge of the blade aimed toward the guardian. It happened so fast, he didn’t have time to cancel the pull. The blade impaled him instantly while her telekinetic powers prevented his arm from moving his arm mounted shield closer to protect him.

      “She’s something else . . .” Chris said to Michei.

      Michei’s tail stood erect with fear. “I’m impressed she can wield that kind of power without implants,” he said. “Trained psionic possessing her body or not, she shouldn’t be able to do that.”

      The body of the last Hashmedai fell, his head rolling in away in the other direction. Chris let loose a wild smirk. Guess we didn’t need air support after all, he thought.

      Blue light flashed. A Hashmedai psionic teleported in with backup.

      Chris thought wrong.

      “And . . . we’re fucked,” he said as he instructed everyone to keep moving, it was the only means of countering being ripped apart by telekinesis.

      Neither bullets from Chris and the site staff, or Avearan and her arcane powers were enough to take down the psionic barrier protecting the Hashmedai psionic. White fireballs from the psionic left its arms and exploded against the walls and the floors where they hit. A tactical retreat was the only option and everyone including Avearan slowly moved back toward the elevator while Michei’s barriers kept them safe from the white flames.

      The Hashmedai psionic stopped for a moment. It refused to enter the hallways and ended up performing its attacks from the lobby, hurling fireball after fireball at them. It was puzzling to Chris at first. The psionic had the advantage now they were on the run. Why stop?

      The mind shield, that’s it, he thought.

      There was a reason the psionic and the others outside hadn’t teleported deeper inside the black site. They couldn’t. The dampening field created by the mind shield would have blocked out all psionic activities conjured by a Hashmedai mind. Its powers were useless in the halls, only the lobby wasn’t protected by the shield.

      “Hold here!” Chris shouted. “The mind shield, it must be out of alignment.”

      Michei winced. “It covers here but not the lobby?” Two large white balls fire plummeted into the halls, destroying one of the elevators in the process as it hit. “He can still shoot at us though.”

      Chris opened up a channel to Aura and her team, that air support was needed now more than ever. “Gladius this is EDF lead, what is your ETA?”

      “ETA is one-minute EDF,” transmitted Aura. “We see the complex now.”

      “Got a psionic holding us up at the front entrance,” Chris said. “Blow it to hell.”

      “Copy that, you guys better stay clear.”

      Chris ran back to see what remained of the elevator. There wasn’t much, just flames and melted metal. He looked up inside the elevator’s shaft and saw the only means of escape the emergency ladders inside. Additional Hashmedai from the outside entered the lobby. They were equipped in their combat environment suits, one of them pointed at Chris and the others and led a charge toward them.

      “Everyone up!” Chris yelled as he pointed toward the ladder inside the shaft. “Michei get a barrier up across this entrance once everyone is in,” Chris said, then began to step back toward the lobby.

      “What about you?”

      “I’m gonna hold them off! You guys get the fuck out of here now!”

      Chris was after all the only one equipped with a suit that could allow him to survive in the outside world. Once the airstrike hit, the whole section would be exposed to the extreme cold and methane atmosphere. Chris staying behind was critical, not only to cover their escape, but to keep the Hashmedai there, just long enough to get their comeuppance.

      He fired his rifle and projected a fake image that a lone EDF solider was trying to take on a Hashmedai psionic and a large group of warriors and guardians. Everyone was gone from sight, they entered the elevator shaft and climbed up as he requested. Michei’s barrier shimmered purple over the section of the wall that was once doors to an elevator.
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* * *

      Gladius squadron on approach to UNE Black Site, Titan, Sol System

      Aura’s HUD highlighted the black site, it was a small installation sitting on a mountainside slope. As per Chris’ instructions she and her team flew circles around the base until the front side came into view. VLOT mode was engaged thereafter and all crafts moved at a slower rate. She saw that several Hashmedai where indeed storming in through the front, and several others were also up on the rooftops. They’d need to be dealt with next, but first things first.

      Ten missiles simultaneously dropped out from each of the fighters and hammered forward toward the lobby of the black site, exploding, creating a thunderous sound in the aftermath. She could see the Hashmedai up on the rooftops take cover while debris from the explosion was hurled upward, and slowly fell back down in the lunar like gravity.

      “Good kill,” Chris transmitted to her.

      Out from the rubble, fire, and smoke Chris emerged in his full EDF protect suit, waving toward them. No one was shooting at him, or trying to gut him with plasma swords, the threat was neutralized. “You’re insane,” Aura said.

      “Number one rule in life, if it works, don’t complain!”

      Aura’s fighter started taking minor damage from a new source, small green beams of plasma from the rooftop. The Hashmedai had snipers up top with plasma rifles. She moved her hovering fighter upward to get a better view. Her HUD highlighted multiple enemy targets on foot that began to scatter.

      “Not out of this yet,” Aura said. “We got Hashmedai on the rooftops.”

      “Copy that lead, taking it to them,” Hijinks said.

      “I’ll be fine, you guys finish them up,” Chris said.

      The Gladius squadron took up positions all around the complex and began to indulge in the seemingly easy task of gunning down warriors, guardians, and riflemen. None of whom could do anything to them except the riflemen, and even then, plasma rifles versus the shields of Solaris fighters weren’t going to do much. Aura’s shields dropped to eighty-nine percent, eight percent of that was knocked out during her fight with the interceptors a while ago.

      Overkill did not begin to describe what they were doing to the Hashmedai as one direct hit from a rail gun round tore cavernous holes through their bodies, the Hashmedain blood and organs that were ejected from the exit point froze as they sprayed across the surface of the rooftops. Guardian arm shields failed after several hits, leaving them defenseless, then lifeless. There was one group left in the kill zone and for some reason they all clustered together, something was up. Aura pressed her rail gun triggers, spraying red streaks of tracer light toward the group. Every bullet was blocked by a violet, glowing, dome-shaped barrier that shimmered and rippled purple. Fucking psionic, she thought. Psionics were the one thing that could pose a threat to them.

      “Watch it, another psi in play!” Aura warned her team as she lifted the nose of her craft up higher to get a better look of the area. Both her eyes and targeting scanner began looking around for the psi at the higher vantage point, a psionic that did an excellent job staying hidden and luring the whole squadron closer.

      Blue light was seen from the corner of her eye, the psionic had jump ported toward them. “I’m hit, I’m hit!” Hijinks yelled.

      “Everyone back off,” Aura said. “Focus all fire on that psionic!”

      Aura shifted the stick of craft toward the right, forcing it to turn toward where she saw the light. Sure enough there it was, a Hashmedai psionic was floating in the skies, weaving a new bag of tricks, tricks that sent Hijinks’ fighter crashing and burning. Aura locked onto the psionic as her fighter propelled toward its. Her rail guns blazed while her fighter performed an elegant aileron roll to evade the massive white fireballs that came toward her.

      None of her shots connected as the psionic jumped ported away again. She looked back down toward the black site as she saw Hijinks’ fighter crash-land on the rooftops.

      “Fuck! Hijinks, talk to me!”

      There was no reply to her communication, Aura’s computers showed that Hijink’s vitals were still good. She was either knocked out or her communication systems were badly damaged. Either way, she needed to get out of there quickly. The remaining Hashmedai on the rooftops ran toward her downed and burning fighter.

      The psionic reappeared, cancelling any ideas Aura had of swooping down to rescue Hijinks or at least laying down suppressive fire to protect her. The psionic was indeed a talented one. They fired off nine fireballs within five seconds, each one headed toward the remaining Gladius fighters forcing them into a series of rolls and evasive thrusts to get away. The psionic chased one Gladius fighter down toward the foot of the mountains below and started the task of ripping their shields apart with its fireballs. Aura followed behind the psionic as her HUD reported a weapons lock. The psionic showed no signs of moving away, probably because it had no idea she was swooping down from behind.

      Primitive hunter instincts within Aura activated, nothing else around her mattered, only her prey now oblivious to her presence. She needed one shot to make the kill or risk it fleeing in fear. She had the power to do that, just one shot and the fighter up front could be saved resulting in everyone else moving in to save Hijinks.

      Guided missiles seemed risky to her. This was a powerful psionic and it might detect the use of radar guidance. She quickly switched the load out of her missiles to a nonguided version, and aimed the nose of her craft carefully.

      “This is Gladius lead, fox one!” she yelled and launched a single plasma missile from her fighter.

      Her debating and planning however lasted a second too long, as she fired her missile her craft clipped the side of the mountain. Her shields held but the collision was loud enough for the psionic to use its ESP and sense Aura’s Solaris fighter was sneaking up from above. It vanished a second later, and her fired missed nearly caused a friendly fire incident.

      Rage didn’t begin to describe what she was feeling. Hijinks might be joining Hammer now, and if this psionic continued to play with them in this manner, they might be following.
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* * *

      Chris overheard the situation above and needed no further instructions as to what to do next. He began to climb over the debris and rubble from the airstrike until the outside walls of the black site were visible. His MRF activated and gave him the reduced mass needed to wall run across the outside walls it was the fastest means to gaining access to the maintenance ladder on the opposite end of the base while avoiding the jagged and uneven rocks below. His hands grabbed hold of the ladder and he began to climb up, skipping several steps in the process, thanks to his jump jets. The three-story ladder climb was completed in six seconds.

      “Check your fire! They are right on top of her fighter!” he heard Aura’s voice transmit.

      “Heard you guys need a hand,” he said as his feet touched down on the rooftops.

      His mass increased to prevent his body from flying too high upward from his rapid climb from the ladder. Smoke and mist drifted away from the downed Solaris fighter as two plasma rifle wielding Hashmedai stalked it along with two warriors and a guardian. Hashmedai with rifles were always considered to the weakest—rejected warriors or guardian candidates that were either too weak or young to swing a blade. Nevertheless plasma rifles were deadly if the shot connected and flight suits worn by fighter pilots weren’t exactly made to protect them from weapons.

      “Whatever you have planned do it quickly!” Aura said.

      Chris smiled as he held onto his rifle hard and mentally prepared to do the primary role in his job description, killing alien invaders. “Just keep that psionic away from me!”

      Chris ran over to the action, his rifle extended forward, his eyes peering through the holographic targeting scanner. The back of the head of one the rifle wielding Hashmedai in its environment suit combat attire appeared, the other was much further off to the right while the melee armed ones were behind, and posed the least threat to Hijinks. He pondered how to handle this delicate situation as the psionic above continued to laugh and torment the Gladius team like a heckling space witch.

      Shoot one while he still had the element of surprise? The other might kill Hijinks knowing that rescue was coming for her. Both plasma rifle armed adversaries needed to go and he wasn’t sure he could target one, drop them and target the next to do the same before the guardian jumped in to protect them.

      But he had to try.

      And time was running out. Now more than even as Hijinks leaped out her fighter.

      Chris’ blue jump jet thrusts lifted him as his MRF kicked in again. His body climbed up four stories in the air, while his rifle zoomed in on one of the riflemen Hashmedai. He pulled the trigger and gave the saying ‘death from above’ a whole new meaning. The targeted Hashmedai fell over, in a bloody mess while its air and heat escaped its bullet ridden suit. The blood that hit the surface of the rooftops froze and crystallized instantly. Chris’ aim switched as his propulsion stopped and the weak gravitational force of the moon slowly pulled his mass reduced body back down.

      He was ready to make another kill there was one problem. Hijinks. She got the drop on the last rifle wielding Hashmedai, tackling him to the floor. The two rolled back and forth in a battle for dominance. Taking a shot was risky, even when he had the perfect chance to do so as there was a chance the exiting bullet would hit Hijinks, killing her in the process. The two continued to roll, rumble, punch, choke, and head butt each other. Neither Hijinks nor the Hashmedai were aware that they were slowly rolling toward the edge of the facility’s rooftops. Someone was going to fall to their death. The impact might not kill them but the sharp and jagged rocks below would surely put a hole in someone’s suit or helmet.

      In any case, Chris lost his high ground advantage versus that target. The three remaining Hashmedai were now the new threat as the guardian attempted to pull Hijinks toward him with its tractor beam. His aim rapidly switched again as the trio realized he was high above them shooting. He allowed his body to return to its normal mass to expedite his fall back to the rooftops. There was no cover in the skies, not good when a guardian planned to aim its tractor beam toward you.

      Chris’ shields began to slowly drop.

      Ninety-eight percent.

      Ninety-six percent, the tractor beam of the guardian was slowing draining it and at zero percent he’ll be pulled in toward it.

      Ninety-five percent, Chris finally landed on the rooftops, and hunkered down behind an exhaust vent. He heard the footsteps of the three Hashmedai storm over then stop. He took a quick glance around his cover, and saw nobody except for another exhaust vent like the one he hid behind, they must have taken cover as well.

      “Come out coward!” He heard a voice yell toward him, the accent sounded almost Russian. The Hashmedai stalking him wanted to talk, or taunt.

      Chris adjusted the settings on his helmet allowing his voice to transmit externally. “You speak English now?”

      “Where’s that female you sent after us?”

      “Female? You mean Vaughan?”

      “The one with the plasma grenade!”

      Three Hashmedai, two warriors and a guardian, these were the same group he and EDF-1 encounter at the Uranus outpost. I should have known, not every day you see Hashmedai with dreadlocks. “She’s single but ain’t interested in you guys.”

      “Bring her! I got a present for her,” one of them yelled as the other two began to laugh.

      “You fucking deaf? She’s not interested.”

      Chris once again peeked around and saw the guardian of the group rise with his shield forward while his body took on a steadfast form. “Then I’ll give it to you, motherfucker.”

      It’s always the swear words you learn first in any language.

      The trash talking came to an end as the three brothers made their pursuit toward Chris. Blind fire from his rifle wasn’t enough to deter them neither were plasma grenades as the guardian tossed them back toward Chris with his tractor beam. As a result, he was forced from his cover and ran toward the ledge of the black site where the lobby once was. His jets and newly decreased mass allowed him to slide on the surface of the rooftop quick while making his body a harder target for the guardian’s tractor beam.

      He held onto the crumbling ledge and looked down at the rubble below him. One of the warriors jump jetted ahead of the guardian and ran toward the ledge Chris held onto. Good he’s taking the bait, he thought as he attached a plasma grenade to the ledge then used his hands to shift his body just enough over to the left. His HUD projected a superimposed projected over his tactical visor of the estimated blast radius of the explosive, he was just out of range.

      The warrior got near the ledge as the grenade exploded. The unstable surface below the feet of the Hashmedai felt apart because of the blast and his body slowly plummeted down toward the rubble and remains of the lobby below. The warrior was still alive as his angry face looked upward Chris who remained hanging off the ledge. Chris pointed the barrel of his rifle toward the downed warrior and ensured it remained lying down permanently.

      Chris’ jump jets took him into the skies once again, as he slowly descended back down toward the rooftops, he saw the two remaining Hashmedai run toward the ledge, they were more concerned about their downed comrade than him. More power to me, he thought as he landed and went into cover behind another exhaust vent, this time none of them saw which one he had hidden behind.

      The two Hashmedai began to shout. They were pissed. “Oh, did I just pop your boyfriend?” Chris taunted them from his cover.

      The two turned around to face him, their eyes scanning left to right, trying to find where Chris had run to. The guardian extended his sword out toward the general direction of Chris and yelled. “Motherfucker! You killed my brother!”

      “Keep up that attitude and I’ll kill you next.”

      “Fuck you!”

      Chris did a quick check of the situation, shields were ninety-four percent, two Hashmedai left, and neither of them knew where Chris was. Hijinks was still holding her ground. We got this!

      Blue light discharged behind him, he cursed knowing exactly what that meant. He spun around to deal with the new threat that teleported behind him, knowing full well it was too damn late to defend himself.

      His shield strength went from ninety-four to zero percent instantly.
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* * *

      Skies, the horizon, the ground, the horizon with Saturn in the distance, skies. It’s all Hijinks saw as she and the riflemen Hashmedai rolled and slid toward the edge of the black site’s rooftops. Eventually she felt no solid surface below her when they finally made it to that point. She released her grip on him, flailed her arms about and hoping to catch onto the edge before she slowly fell down. Her left hand came into contact with something solid and massive, the ledge. Her fall was broken for now. Suddenly she felt something else grab onto her foot. Wait. Not something, someone, her adversary from earlier. As she held on to ledge with one arm, the Hashmedai held onto her with one of its arms, then two and used all his strength to yank at her. He knew he was finished and he wanted her along for the ride.

      Hijinks lifted both hands and hung on in desperate attempt to get back up, along with the extra weight below she’d rather not have to deal with. She lifted her head just enough to see a plasma rifle close by, it hadn’t fallen down as she thought. She stretched for it but it wasn’t close enough for her to grab it. Just half an inch away. Half an inch. It was all she needed, and she was now losing distance as the Hashmedai below her began to climb up along her body. She felt his hands reaching closer to her waist.

      She made another attempt to grab the rifle, stretching her middle finger out, hoping the tip of it can at least spin it toward her. It worked. It spun among the low g and its handle came toward her as she opened her hands to take hold of it, then later aim it back down toward the Hashmedai still pulling itself up on her. She pulled the alien designed trigger and the side of the Hashmedai’s body vaporized. She felt its arms become lifeless and release from her body.

      Hijinks climbed back up to the rooftops and lay eyes on the new problem before her. The psionic from earlier stood laughing. It rose in the skies while Chris’ body hovered above. His shields were gone and his protect suit was showing signs of heavy damage as smoke blew away from it. A small fireball appeared in the palms of the glowing cybernetic augmented hands of the psionic. It was slowly growing in size, the final nail in Chris’ coffin was in sight.

      She ran toward her downed fighter as she fired random blots of plasma from her newly acquired weapon. The few shots that hit the psionic were deflected via its lavender barrier. She knew she wasn’t going to kill it not with this rifle or her less than stellar aim. Her intent was to provide a distraction something to force the psionic to think differently, something that might muck up its ability for focus, thus rendering its offence power useless.

      It didn’t work.

      The fireball that was intended to finish off Chris still remained, instead the psionic hurled it toward Hijinks like a baseball pitcher. She dove and rolled, avoiding the white fireball and rapidly ascended back into the cockpit of her fighter. Its systems were still active, good, as it was time to think of a new plan. And fast.

      Chris’ body was tossed telekinetically aside like a ragdoll on the moon. Hijinks became the primary target. Her craft rose in the air commanded by the psionic’s hand as it too lifted. The damaged entrance to her fighter closed and shut; no doubt the work of the psionic. She tried to open it, but to no avail, it was jammed shut and she was trapped. She started to hear strange noises around her, like metal being twisted . . . or compressed. She saw via her flickering HUD that the psionic’s fingers from its raised hand were slowly coming together, like it was trying to crush an imaginary egg with its hands. It was then she realized what the sounds around her were. The fighter was being crushed telekinetically.

      Her hands hit the ejection commands, nothing happened.

      Various systems were failing due to the continual damage the fighter was taking. Alarms blared, computer warnings flashed listing every part of the fighter that was offline, or badly damaged. Sparks started to appear alongside small fires, her claustrophobia that she thought she had beaten years ago, started to resurface. Her breathing became erratic, and the focus of her mind started to drift away into an ocean of panic and pure terror. Her brain too felt like the computer reports in front, everything vital was slowly coming offline due to the situation.

      The fighter’s targeting scanners were still online along with her ability to move her hands toward something. She tapped the display with her trembling fingers; a missile lock was confirmed for the psionic before her. Her thumb then reached over to the missile fire button. She pressed down on it, hoping that it was still intact and could perform the task at hand.

      It was.

      “This is Gladius four, fox three.”

      One plasma missile from her heavily mangled Solaris fighter slipped out from the underside missile launcher and fired. The explosion not only took down the shields of the psionic but ignited the methane surrounding it and created a huge conflagration.

      There wasn’t much of a body left and Hijink’s fighter fell back to the rooftops.
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* * *

      Aura along with the nine Gladius fighters watched in awe in the aftermath of the huge blast. As the light from the explosive event subsided, she saw Chris’ body slowly rise. And Hijink’s fighter slowly crash back down on top of the rooftops as she leapt out of her fighter once again. She sighed in relief and commanded her fighter to land on the rooftops, and jump out of it to assess everything with her own eyes.

      The two remaining Hashmedai were gone, neither party saw what became of them during the blast and at that point, didn’t care. The psionic was dealt with and the Gladius team could easily off them should they resurface to strike again.

      “Thanks for the assist,” Aura said to Chris.

      “Any time,” he said as Hijinks stepped over to them and offered a round of fist bumps.

      “Down another craft,” Aura said as she looked at Hijink’s fighter.

      “It’s salvageable, just banged up hardcore,” Hijinks said. “Tell Penetrator he can fly it back.”

      “Shit,” Chris said, and his tone wasn’t a good one.

      “Where is Chambers?” Aura asked him.

      “He was heading back to the Winston Churchill and got shot down. Haven’t heard anything since then.”

      Aura grimaced. Losing Hammer was bad enough, she was grateful that Hijinks had walked away from this. But if the cost of that was Gavin’s life . . . “We’ll find him,” Aura said.

      “We? I’m all for rescuing him ma’am,” Chris said. “But I think the Hashmedai are a bigger concern right now.”

      Aura turned away from them and walked back toward her fighter. “All the more reason to grab him now before it’s too late,” she said as she got back into the cockpit.

      “I’m coming with you,” Chris said. “There should be a transport down below, hopefully the staff here will let me borrow it.”

      Aura nodded to him, then addressed Hijinks. “Go with him.”

      “Understood,” she said and the two proceeded to head back inside the black site.

      Aura secured her body back inside her craft, while the entrance to the cockpit slid shut. She took a few seconds to calm herself, before addressing the rest of her team who all continued to fly circles around the black site. “All fighters. Secure the area and await further instructions.”
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* * *

      Sarah’s mind entered a heart pounding state she had never experienced before. She was dreaming, but fully aware that the visions in front of her weren’t real, well not any more. She stood watching her past life unfold. The day she was born appeared first, her mother was in the delivery room, bringing her into this world, while her five-year-old sister Chloe sat in the lobby with some family members.

      Various images of her life growing up in New York City during the 80s and 90s appeared afterward as the Sarah of the present watched like an invisible force to the people around her. She could walk freely, smell, feel, hear, and touch everything. It was as if she traveled back in time and watched herself growing up again. She witnessed all the mistakes she made in life, she witnessed the fun times she and Chloe had together. If Chloe struggled with something in school, Sarah figured out and understood what made that task so hard so that when it was time for her to take on those homework assignments, she’d get good marks. Better marks than Chloe got.

      Chloe was in some way a scout for life. Any major life changes, Chloe would have to endure first as she was older. Whatever she screwed up on, Sarah planned to do better in, whatever Chloe did great on and Sarah intended to go up and beyond. Chloe got all the parse in the family for being the first to do something great and it was Sarah’s plan to be the one that got all the praise to be the daughter that did everything her sister did, but better.

      Only it didn’t work out.

      Sarah’s marks in school were lower than Chloe’s. She couldn’t keep up, and the dream before her reminded her of that. Then came 9/11 and she watched the twin towers crumble . . . not only did America change that day, so did Chloe. Chloe was, enraged; she had enough of people trying to fuck with the west. She had enough watching lives being thrown away. Sarah as a young girl watched her older sister go through a change that would once again force Sarah to purse the path of trying to be better than her.

      Chloe enlisted in the US marines days after her eighteenth birthday. Sarah marked the day she would turn eighteen, and planned to do the same. Until that day came Sarah went on to do things that Chloe wasn’t successful at like being a socializing butterfly. She managed to lose her virginity years before Chloe had and gained a lot of friends. Finally she was making progress on becoming a better person than Chloe.

      Chloe became a marine and fought in the war on terror. Sarah became one in the years later but spent most of her time on patrols. She never saw the action Chloe experienced, nor did she cut it as an officer, like her sister. Years later came the invasion of Earth, and once again she was holding her own, trying to outdo her sister. The attack on O’Hare airport appeared, brave American soldiers died, Sarah led a handful of survivors from the attack who put up an all or nothing defense.

      Then Chloe showed up with Radiance assistance.

      She was glad to see her alive on one hand, but upset that once again her sister was there to pull her out of the fire. It resulted in a brief clash as Sarah ignored Chloe’s orders and ran to get a stinger missile launcher, which resulted in them killing the psionic that harassed them. The aftermath of the invasion saw the two along with hundreds of human survivors fleeing Earth, landing at Lejorania Sanctum. EDF was set up sometime later, and surprise surprise, Chloe was made team leader of Sarah’s group. She hoped to have been assigned a group of her own, not taking orders from her big sister. Then Chloe hooked up with Chris, a man Sarah had her eyes on during the invasion of Earth.

      The ambush on Foicanta appeared in the vision. Sarah grimaced as that vision began to replay. She watched Chloe fall down while Celestial Order rangers attacked them out of nowhere. On this day Chloe once again changed. As Chloe recovered from her injuries, Sarah sensed something wasn’t right on that day and watching the dream again from a distance only confirmed that. Chloe acted differently, she was rash at times and didn’t seem to enjoy Chris' company as much as she did prior to the attack.

      “Is this why you insisted on becoming a psionic?” Sarah said to . . . Sarah. Wait what?

      The dreams ended and Sarah saw herself standing in front of her. She was talking with herself. “I wanted to give my team every advantage they can get.”

      “Lies.”

      “Fuck off, it’s the truth.”

      “You wanted to be better than your sister. You wanted to achieve something great that she didn’t.”

      “You don’t know what’s going on in my head.”

      “I’m you Sarah. And you’re me.”

      Sarah mused about what was going, concluding that this was part of the psionic creation process. Makes sense, as psionics used the strength of their enhanced brains to generate powers. The look alike in front of her must be her subconscious.

      “So is this some exam to see if I’m worthy of becoming a psi?”

      “I couldn’t tell you,” Sarah’s subconscious said. “But I don’t feel any different.”

      “Likewise.”

      “But we had this chat, that’s a plus.”

      “Yeah, talking with myself, and replying back. Great.”

      “Do me a favor? Stop being a coward,” her subconscious said.

      “Seriously?”

      “Build your own path in life, stop trying to be better than your sister, stop seeing her as a person that gets in the way. You’re all that remains of your family now, our family.”

      “And by the looks of it, it’s going to die with us! I can’t have any fucking kids anymore,” Sarah yelled. “And she won’t either if she continues doing whatever the hell she’s been up to the last two months. Fuck even then, I’m now the infertile one, and she isn’t—”

      [image: ]
* * *

      UNE Black Site, Titan, Sol System

      Sarah’s body was removed from the pod she entered to undergo psionic creation by the staff of the faculty. Dr. Miriam König stood with her data pad in her hands, reviewing the newly acquired data from the first human to attempt to undergo psionic transformation.

      “What’s her status?” König asked.

      “Zero progress so far,” a staff member said after gazing at a small screen on Sarah’s pod.

      König winced and said, “And it will continue to be like that even if we leave her in.” She tapped in new information on her data pad, listing SSG. Sarah Vaughan as a failure. “Not everyone has psionic potential; even Radiance has its rejects. She’s proof of that.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Titan’s North Pole, Titan, Sol System

      The deadly cold air from Titan’s poles triggered storm clouds to move in, blocking out Saturn’s godlike imagery from the skies. The region began to get wet, drenched by the hydrocarbon rainfall. The lakes below slowly swelled in size as the liquid that fell to the land drained into it. Two Earth made crafts entered; one a transport, the other Aura’s Solaris fighter, both vehicles shone bright searchlights below them, lighting up the dark and rugged terrain.

      Chris, Hijinks, and two black site operatives were aboard the transport. Hijinks piloted the craft while Chris sat next to her in the cockpit. According to Michei, Gavin’s transport went down somewhere in this area, though the exact location was unknown. The Winston Churchill was unable to assist in the search, as it was undergoing extensive repairs, and bringing Michei along for the ride was out of the question. Chris still needed to maintain the image that Michei went back to Radiance as ordered, only he and the black site staff sitting behind him knew the truth.

      “Eyes peeled,” Aura’s voice transmitted to them. “There might be Hashmedai left behind lurking around.”

      There was silence for the next eight minutes, as the transport, under escort from Aura, continued to fly around and search every mountain and hydrocarbon lake for signs of a crashed transport as rain from above splashed across the windshield.

      “So I heard you two met during the invasion?” Hijinks said to Chris, breaking the silence.

      “Chambers and me? Yeah. Still get nightmares about watching the crater that replaced Las Vegas.”

      She twisted her mouth. “We’ll find him.”

      “That man has been through a lot. Pregnant wife died during the war, his whole squadron killed. Even during our time at Unity city, he didn’t seem there. Like a man acting like he’s happy when he’s not on the inside.”

      “What about you Boyd?”

      Chris chuckled. “You always this chatty?”

      “We’re on slow moving transport, in the middle of a rainstorm, in the north pole of Titan,” she said, while pulling the transport away to search another location in the distance. “This is boring as fuck, I won’t lie.”

      “Was a Navy SEAL, part of the team that captured Prince Akeia in fact,” Chris said. “Back when we thought he was human.”

      “Right. I remember that story,” she said. “Then you shot him and triggered the war between us and the empire!”

      “I didn’t . . .”

      “I know, I know, I’m joking. Though I wouldn’t down play it too much, your name, like it or not, will go down in the history books of humanity. The human framed for killing the Prince of the Hashmedai Empire.”

      “Much rather be known for being part of the team that took down the command ship.”

      “Shit you did that too, and traveled to Alpha Centauri. Hell you’re a fucking celebrity when you think about it.” She smiled at him then added, “And I’m sitting right next to you!”

      Chris reached behind his head. “Want an autograph?” he said, joking, and the two laughed. “But yeah, that’s my last few years in a nutshell, along with Major Vaughan, her sister, and Chambers.”

      Another fifteen minutes passed into their search. A beep began to emit from the computers, catching the attention of the two. “There!” Hijinks shouted with excitement. “Aura follow us, I think we found it.”

      Hijinks flew the transport toward the beach of a lake. Searchlights from the transport then later Aura’s fighter unveiled an overturned UNE transport while waves from the lake next to it splashed across it. Chris along with the two operatives leaped out of the transport as it landed next to the crashed one and approached. Chris kept his rifle out, half expecting a Hashmedai ambush, while Aura circled around, also expecting trouble.

      He heard the splattering sound of the rainfall splash against his shields while they created muddy footprints on their small trek to the transport. There were signs the transport was shot via plasma weapons, more disturbing was that there were no signs that whoever was inside left. They forced the doors open and entered, the lights from their helmets providing the only source light.

      Two of the operatives raced toward the cockpit while Chris checked the rear section, no bodies. That’s promising. Now for the cockpit. He spun around and saw the other two grab what appeared to be Gavin’s body, still in his environment suit. They examined him with a scanner, then panicked and injected him with a medical instrument. Gavin was unresponsive and whatever attempts they were using to revive him weren’t working.

      The two men stared at Chris with a grim look through their helmets.

      “He’s gone, sir”

      Chris threw his rifle to the floor. “Fuck!”
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      Buried Linl ship, Derkurio, Morutrin System

      Phylarlie spun her plasma daggers in her hands, groaned, and looked up at the dark ceiling of the room she was locked in with her red-orange glowing eyes. It was hot, though the three Radiance personnel and the half breed next to her probably didn’t mind the temperatures so much. Her hands clenched onto the hilt of her daggers squeezing them hard as she said, “Okay, run that by me again.”

      “The wraiths are organic weapons created by our gods,” Odelea said.

      “Biological mutations created by aliens you worship, okay I get that,” Phylarlie said, then rose from the floor she was resting on and faced Odelea. “How did you help create them as you said before?”

      “The wraith, according to my studies, have never been seen in the galaxy for thousands of years. If one were to acquire the virus that can create them, then they could be brought back into existence.”

      “And you.” Phylarlie aimed the edge of her blade directly toward Odelea. “You, happened to make that virus?”

      “No, High Scholar Telinei, my mentor, did during his stay on Earth along with other scholars recruited by the Celestial Order,” Odelea said. “I continued his work. Rather the order wanted me to.”

      “But yet, you’re not officially part of the order?”

      “I was forced to assist.” Odelea paused, staring down at her hands, still trapped inside the environment suit she and everyone wore except Phylarlie. “There was something in his lab . . . it spoke to me. Told me to do things, I didn’t want to do that work with them. It started as a woman’s voice, but then gradually became that of a man.” Phylarlie winced at Odelea explanation. “You don’t believe me.”

      “After what I saw out there? I’ll believe anything,” Phylarlie said. “Except your gods. Sounds like you guys found some alien tech you didn’t understand and now it’s backfiring. This could very well be the start of an alien invasion of the entire galaxy.”

      Odelea held her hands to her chest and cried out. “The gods will never allow such a thing!”

      “Come on now, you are a person of knowledge.” Phylarlie stood and stepped closer to Odelea. She saw the small Aryile girl tremble slight, probably because Phylarlie still held her daggers. “Is it possible that the order, in their quest for ‘divine justice’, stumbled upon something that they think is your gods but isn’t?” Odelea sat in silence and mulled Phylarlie’s words. “Look, those things leaped through that portal hole, what did you call it?”

      “Wormhole.”

      “Yeah that. And that thing, that wormhole, was it not originally Lyonria tech?”

      “It is believed to be so yes.”

      “And from what you told me, some strange stuff was going on in that room you all just teleported from into this ship . . . which was . . .”

      “A Lyonria fortress . . .”

      “Don’t you see the connection? Because I do.”

      “Perhaps . . .” Odelea began to conjure a theory. She found it. “The gods, they must have visited the Lyonria before the Aryile.”

      Phylarlie sunk the blade of one of her daggers into the wall. Her free hand stretched toward her face, pressing her palm against it. At least human scientists are smart enough to not believe in religion. “Even if that were true,” Phylarlie mumbled through her hands. “It completely contradicts your religion.”

      “I’m more interested about you knowing of the virus these things spread,” Danyal said.

      The two directed their attention to the half human-half Hashmedai sitting in the corner with his arms crossed. “Ah he speaks . . .” Phylarlie said as she retrieved her dagger from the wall.

      “I’ve seen enough horror movies when I was a kid to know this will get a lot worse unless a cure is found,” he said.

      “What are you worried about?” Phylarlie said to him. “You seem to be immune to it.”

      “That’s the scary part. I’d rather have people to talk to if this spreads throughout the entire galaxy.”

      “A cure . . .” Odelea whispered to herself, then moved closer to him with a data pad in hand scanning his body once again. “That’s it, our solution to this. And you could be the basis for it.”

      “Basis for what?” Phylarlie asked her. “Undoing all the hard work you did to make this mess?”

      “I didn’t want any of this!”

      “Right, the voices told you to do it.”

      “So . . .” Danyal said to Odelea. “You think you can cure this?”

      “I might, or at least prevent it from spreading,” Odelea said. “The virus mutates the victim after they receive massive near-death trauma. The body is rapidly healed while the subject’s body is rebuilt into the wraith. Danyal however, got the healing half, while the mutation itself failed. If we can figure out why, I might be able to force the same to happen to others that are attacked by the wraith.”

      “How do we do that?”

      “By getting the fuck out of here,” Phylarlie said.

      “I doubt any of this equipment will work,” Odelea said, eying all the centuries-old equipment around them. “This ship is operating on emergency power for life-support.”

      “The Crimson Arrow should still be outside,” Danyal said. “Assuming those pirates didn’t run off with it.”

      “The fact that Trin hasn’t contacted us, or come down looking for us means the pirate ship is still after him,” Phylarlie said. “Or they killed him, either way we need to get out of our own accord.”

      Phylarlie faced the large vault-like door they used to seal themselves away from the wraith outside. Stepping toward it got Danyal to rise and confront her. “Whoa, whoa, let’s take a vote if we are going to open this.”

      “No need, I’ll jump port beyond it.”

      “And when the wraith finds you then what?”

      Phylarlie smiled at him, then reminded him that she was a Hashmedai assassin by activating her psionically enhanced cloaking device and vanishing from sight.

      “Alright, fine you win this round,” he said.

      “I’ll clear a path to the airlock. If what you say still holds true, the Crimson Arrow will be right outside waiting for us.”

      “You’ll still need an environment suit thingy,” he said. Her invisible hands patted him on the back.

      “Good point, thanks for volunteering.”

      “I what?”

      “You got a suit, you know where the ship is, and you’re going outside to fetch it.”

      “Whoa, why me?” he said, shaking his head then pointing toward Eicelea and Vynei who both donned environment suits. “Why not them? That motherfucker over there has a gun!”

      “I’d rather they stay for now,” Odelea said. “Eicelea knows a great deal about the Lyonria. Perhaps with our combined knowledge we could learn more of their secrets that will aid us.”

      “You see? They got a use, you don’t,” Phylarlie said. “I’ll kill the wraith in our way, from there you move your ass before they resurrect and come after you. Besides they can’t infect you, you got nothing to lose.”

      “What if they rip my head off? Will I heal from that?”

      Phylarlie slowly stepped around Danyal while still invisible and whispered into his ear from behind. “Only one way to find out . . .” He didn’t expect that move and leapt back in shock. “Relax, you know a great deal about my sister, it would be in my best interest to keep you breathing and talking.”

      Danyal groaned. “Let’s get this over with.

      Phylarlie focused her psionic mind. It caused her to jump port outside of the vault. She moved her head from left to right and saw two wraiths limping around, oblivious to the fact she was next to them. She switched her plasma daggers with her psionic daggers and focused her mind, transferring psionic power into them. They heated up and she then drove them into the backs of the two wraiths. A five second battle broke out, resulting in victory for Phylarlie and defeat for the wraiths that fell to the floor with multiple burning stab gashes.

      Two jump ports were then made, one placing her back inside the vault then another teleporting her back into the hallways, this time with Danyal in her arms. A very confused and terrorized Danyal at that.

      “What. The. Fuck,” Danyal said as Phylarlie removed her embrace from him.

      “Don’t get any ideas,” she said, then pushed him toward the direction of the airlock. “Now shut up and move. Airlock is this way.”

      The two traversed through the hallways. Phylarlie took point while invisible, while Danyal followed behind, doing what he could to not make any noise, especially when a wandering wraith appeared. Phylarlie’s psionic blades put them down, one by one. Beheading them proved to be a much more difficult task, their skin was tough, there was no way she could cut their heads off with one stroke of her blades. Perhaps with her plasma daggers as they were much deadlier but such an act would require her to drop her cloak as the plasma that was fed into the blades drained power from her cloaking device, thus exposing her.

      As each previously dispatched wraith eventually rose from the dead, speed was everything, along with the need needed to make sure neither of their presences was sensed when the wraith awoke. The airlock was finally in sight, its doors still operating after the pirates hotwired it to function.

      Phylarlie pushed him toward it, while she looked back behind her. There was another wraith creeping into sight.

      “So,” Danyal mumbled.

      “Shut up.”

      “You sound like your sister.”

      Danyal entered the airlock as she instructed and began to place the helmet he had back on. Phylarlie gazed at the buttons on the wall and wondered which ones to push. Her knowledge of the Linl language was limited, in the same way Jazz’s was during the year she spent living with him. She fiddled with the controls as the wraith from behind got closer then one of them noticed Danyal standing in the airlock and began to charge toward him.

      She hissed while her invisible hands rapidly interacted with the panel. The wraith getting to Danyal was the least of her worries. The wraith trampling over her invisible body on the other hand, yeah that was going to complicate matters. Finally, the connecting door to the outside world began to slide open, Danyal slipped out into the caves without a second thought as Phylarlie sidestepped away from the airlock doors, seconds before the first wraith got to it.

      The fierce creature began to bang on the glass door, angry that Danyal slipped away. Phylarlie held her psionic daggers toward the wraith and began to power them up and lunge at them when something unexpected happened.

      Another wraith approached from behind, this one was different. It had cybernetic implants, implants that began to shimmer and glow. Blue light swept it away and outside of the airlock via a jump port. The wraith can use psionic abilities too, fuck me.

      A follow up jump port that would be the next course of action. There was only one problem, she didn’t have an environment suit. If she went outside of the airlock she would be exposing her body to extremely high temperatures, unbreathable air, and radiation. The psionic barriers Trin and Ella used kept her safe at first, but now, neither of them was here and Phylarlie being the psionic assassin she was lacked the hardware needed to allow her to conjure such protection. The personal shields would help protect her skin for a brief period of time provided she performed no action that utilized her battery pack, even then they would fail only after a few seconds of exposure.

      She bore her fangs, hissed, then killed the remaining wraith next to her in frustration. Her communication implant activated, there was an incoming transmission. “Hey, can you hear me?” Danyal’s voice transmitted.

      “Yes!” she said. “Are you inside?”

      “Yes but—”

      “I need you to bring the Crimson Arrow closer to the cave, like above it.”

      “I can’t fly this thing.”

      She sighed. “Nothing is ever easy.”

      If the Crimson Arrow was close, she might lock onto his signal and jump port aboard. There was no doubt in her mind that the psionic wraith that just went outside was going after him and possibly their ride out of this mess.

      On that note. “By the way, Danyal you got company.”

      She turned to face the airlock, took a deep breath, held it, then jump ported outside into the hazardous environment. Two more jump ports placed her outside in the searing heat and radiation. Her shields held for now, but breathing along with everything else had to take a back seat. She stepped out into the valley, shielding her light sensitive eyes from the sunlight and saw the Crimson Arrow hovering as the psionic wraith walked circles around it, intrigued by the craft and the defenseless person inside.

      She ran toward it and as predicted, she sensed her light shields fail. Her skin quickly started to seer in the heat, radiation beginning to impact her. Her vision started to blur and her legs became weak and at that point she felt like giving up and falling over. But she kept on pushing forth, ignoring all the damage being done to her body and the fact that her medical systems couldn’t keep up, nor could it supply her lungs with air to breath.

      The psionic wraith noticed her. It growled and shrieked loudly as its implants started to glow. She was in range to perform a jump port, but her psionic brain wasn’t cooperating, not enough oxygen. Too much stress from the trauma. She wasn’t moving. She needed less things for her mind to worry about so she stopped running and standing. Her knees hit the hot sand and rock below followed by her hands. They sizzled as if she was touching the insides of a hot oven. Out from the blurry heat waves stepped the psionic wraith, it raised its hand toward Phylarlie.

      One last time.

      Phylarlie focused her mind. And a blue streak of light sent her aboard the Crimson Arrow, seconds before a beam of pure psionic energy shot out from the palms of the wraith.

      Danyal attempted to help Phylarlie off the floor of the cockpit. She shrugged him off and crawled up to the main seat, a seat her sister Noylarlie once sat in with pride. Phylarlie took to the controls, sucked in several deep breaths of air, now that she could breathe, and began to regain control of the situation. The doors to the Arrow slid shut and its shields powered on, just in time too as the wraith focused its attention on it, blasting it with a continuous beam of psionic energy. Phylarlie brought the hovering Crimson Arrow about, facing the wraith head on then fired its forward plasma cannons at it, vaporizing it and burning the land beneath.

      A tiny red gem fell to charred sand and rocks from where the wraith once stood. Phylarlie looked at a computer screen that displayed the Crimson Arrow’s targeting scanner data, in which see saw a close up view of the strange gem. It started to pulse rapidly as the arms and legs of the wraith that didn’t get vaporized twitched, as it attempted to come back to life. But nothing happened and the twitching eventually came to an end.

      She felt the need to do and say more about the situation but her sore and burned body said otherwise. She adjusted the cabin temperatures of the Crimson Arrow to that of room temperature suitable for Hashmedai. A wave of cold refreshing air hit her as she sat back in the chair and waited for the medical systems in her gear do its job.

      Danyal muttered a few things to her, but she didn’t understand them. The stress she put her body through had left her mind shattered. She saw him shrug then sit and remove his environment suit. He had a data pad hidden on the inside his suit which he activated and began to read the contents of it with great interest.
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      Lejorania Sanctum, Alpha Centauri System

      Eight years ago . . .

      Alpha Centauri, better known as Lejorania to the rest of the galaxy, was a binary system that consisted of two stars that orbited around a central force at a distance of eleven astronomical units, every eighty years. One of the stars, Alpha Centauri A was a G2 type star very similar to the star Earth orbited in terms of its mass, though it was fifty percent brighter. The second star, Alpha Centauri B was a slightly smaller and cooler K1 type.

      It was the presence of these two close orbiting stars that made life, for the human refugees that had fled Earth from the Hashmedai invasion, difficult to adjust to. Lejorania Sanctum orbited Alpha Centauri B and delivered some interesting weather and seasonal patterns. Depending on its orbit, the sun would rise as expected during the day then set when the evening came around only for a smaller one to rise again, baking the planet in a similar amount of sunlight Uranus would get during the daytime. During that time of the year there was always sunlight, bright during the day, faint at night, the plant life on Lejorania Sanctum loved every minute of it. Enormous forests and jungles dominated the landscape during the summer when there was always sunlight.

      Eventually as the year of Lejorania Sanctum’s orbit passed, it moved further away from Alpha Centauri A resulting in cooler temperatures as it received less light from it. Daytime at this time of the year typically depicted two suns rising and setting, followed by darkened skies at night. On top of that there were no fixed seasons for the changes in sun rising and falling as the binary stars also rotated around each other every eighty years. Some summers had dual sun rises and night skies, while other summers featured the single sun rise followed by another during the evening. This resulted in varying temperatures each and every summer and winter, every century.

      Lejorania Sanctum was originally established as a colony under control of the old Linl government. As with most Linl colonies, the discovery of Lyonria ruins in the system led them to not only travel to it, but build cities there so that researchers and the likes had a place to call home as they spent their time studying this mysterious ancient civilization. Lejorania Sanctum along with the many other worlds colonized in this system quickly became part of the Radiance Union when the Linl joined, and in the aftermath of the invasion of Earth, safe haven for humans.

      Unity City lay on the eastern coast of a warm tropical continent. Mid to large size skyscrapers made up most of the downtown core of the city while ships littered the skies, taking off or coming to a landing within the many space ports. Its population was in the millions, consisting mostly of Linl, Javnis, and Aryile, with humans living in their own district. Flocks of wing like animals with grey skin soared through the skies in groups of five, one of them male and the other female, the remaining three behind them, their offspring. Water from the crystal clear waters softly hit the beaches around the edge of the city, while enormous three leafed tropical trees provided shade for people relaxing, taking in the breathtaking view of the twin stars on the horizon as they shined their light and heat above the ocean.

      Aryile typically swam in the nude on some beaches paying no mind to onlookers that might have traveled by. On occasion some brave humans joined them in an attempt to embrace themselves in the new alien world they had to live on. Water from the nearby jungles to the west flowed into the city, dividing several sections of it. Foot bridges made of a strong crystal-like substance allowed people to walk across, while looking down below their feet to see the blue river below and the fish that slithered and waved through it.

      It was also in the western portion of the city where the human refugees from Earth made their home. Generous construction workers and volunteers studied the designs of human houses and apartments and used the eight years the human refugees spent on the Abyssal Explorer, designing, and building a community for humans to live. Everything one would typically find in a suburban neighborhood on Earth existed in this district. Streetlights, roads, (even though cars didn’t exist on this world,) houses, markets, theaters, and malls.

      Weather seasons and sunrises aside, the human refugees felt at home almost instantly. Best part of all? The edge of the district overlooked a beautiful untamed jungle for those lucky enough to have a home in that section. It was a house like this where Corporal Rana Farhadi of the EDF spent the night asleep on a couch.

      She had soft dark hair and rich olive skin highlighting her Middle Eastern ancestry. Her green eyes opened to the sound of chirping and growling of animals in the jungle outside of the backyard as the backdoor was left open, letting in the hot humid air. She pulled her body up to sit upright on the couch and took notice of the empty bottles of booze on the floor, Linl lager. The empty bottles gave her an explanation as to why her mouth felt so dry and her body dizzy.

      She heard plates clang against the surface of a table coming from the kitchen, she wasn’t the only one awake. She walked across the carpeted floor, barefoot, wondering what happened to her shoes last night as she entered the kitchen. It too had empty bottles all about, while Lieutenant Diego Gomez, her friend and commanding officer prepared something that smelt . . . bad. It must be his breakfast.

      His shirt was off and she saw his large powerfully built and heavily tattooed body while he continued to cook his meal. “Yo, Jefe,” she shouted out to him. “What is that smell.”

      “Breakfast,” Gomez said as he showed her a frying pan with dark orange substance in it. “An omelet made from Dericalian eggs, ya want?”

      “I’ll pass thanks.”

      “Smell like ass, taste like heaven, yo.” He used a spatula to push the omelet out of the pan and onto two plates, offering her one of them. She shook her head while her nose cringed at the potent scent that it emitted. “Your loss, but you should get some food in ya for that hangover.”

      She sat at the dinner table with him and asked. “What the hell happened last night?”

      “Remember the party?”

      “I remember the going away party yeah.”

      “You, Gavin, and I think Sarah got pretty fucking smashed.”

      She didn’t remember what happened when the night started to die off, just everything leading up to it. EDF-1 along with Gavin and Ella were spending their last night here at Gomez’s place before being shipped off to Earth. There was a going away party, lots of drinking, followed by stupid stuff soldiers do when they are allowed to have too much fun . . . Rana’s hands performed a quick pat down of her body, something felt off.

      She figured it out and asked. “Where’s my fucking bra?”

      “Strip poker,” he said, grinning while digging into his breakfast.

      “I didn’t . . .”

      “Oh you did.”

      “I remember playing that with Chambers and Lynn, but it didn’t go that far.”

      “There was another game later in the night.”

      “Damn it . . .” she said, stroking her hand through her long hair, frustrated. “Anything else I should be aware of?”

      “That involved you? No that was it, Gavin and Ella however.”

      “I don’t want to know.”

      Rana got up from her seat and proceeded outside onto the patio via the opened back door. Clear blue skies were above while the dual sunrise continued . Beyond the fence in his backyard stood the expansive jungle that went on for god knows how many kilometers. Most of the landmass Unity City was on was still largely uninhabited. So much forest, so much land, untouched by civilization since the dawn of time, it was a mesmerizing thought. One that often made her wonder what life would have been like had she chosen not to enlist and become a member of EDF. Being a solider didn’t provide a lot of time to explore an alien planet on your own accord.

      Gomez followed behind her with his plate in hand, he was still consuming his awful-smelling meal. Both of their heads tilted upward to the skies. “They’re probably long gone by now,” Rana said.

      “Lucky bastards,” Gomez said. “They get to return to Earth and we’re stuck out here. It’s good though, I kinda grown fond of this place. All that’s missing is some food and entertainment from Earth.”

      Gomez’s data pad beeped, notifying him of an incoming message. He returned inside to pick it up while Rana stayed on the patio looking at the wonders before her, and listened to the sounds of children in next door backyards play. It was a little slice of normalcy, something that was taken away from everyone five years ago, well more like thirteen if the years spent in cryo are included. She heard a man call out to the children asking them to come inside for breakfast, their father by the sounds of it.

      Father.

      There wasn’t a day that went by when she didn’t think about him, left behind on Earth because Radiance didn’t have enough space to bring him and many others aboard the Abyssal Explorer.

      “Hey Rana!” Diego shouted to her.

      There was a sense of urgency in his voice, she returned inside to face him. “What’s up Jefe?”

      “Priority one message from command,” he said. “Someone attacked EDF-1 on their way out.”
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* * *

      EDF HQ, Unity City, Lejorania Sanctum, Alpha Centauri System

      The main headquarters for the EDF on Lejorania Sanctum was located next to the primary Radiance military installation on the planet. It was a symbolic way of showing the alliance the two formed as they faced a common enemy, the Hashmedai Empire and now the Celestial Order. It also made it easy for Radiance to take control should the UNE choose to become the sixth member of the union.

      A briefing room deep inside the base held members of EDF teams 2 and 3, while Brigadier General Glenn Anders stood next to a holographic projection. Rana and Gomez were the last two to enter and took a seat next two other members of their team, Sergeant Tatiana Stepanovich and Private John Cooper.

      “Let’s get started,” Anders said and interfaced with a hologram that dimmed the lights in the room. The hologram later switched to security camera footage of Chloe and Chris coming under attack. “Approximately three hours ago a Hashmedai assassin attacked EDF-1 while they were preparing to go aboard the Abyssal Seeker which was going to take them back to Earth.” A male Hashmedai assassin with long black hair dressed in black appeared in the hologram. He was seen beheading the pilot to a transport EDF-1 was aboard. “The transport EDF-1 rode on crashed, and two members were forced to escape on an underground train. Around that same time.” The projection switched to one of a female Aryile psionic with long violet hair killing several Radiance members who sat at computers. “This psionic attacked the primary operations center for the city and began to take control of the trains, allowing the assassin to catch up with them.”

      “I presume the two EDF members were the targets of the assassin?” Gomez asked.

      “Seems like that,” Anders said. “Major Chloe Vaughan and Sergeant Chris Boyd were the two that were chased by the assassin. However reports from Radiance suggest that the main target was Boyd as he was the first to come under attack.”

      “What’s the status of EDF-1?”

      “They survived, however, Major Chambers suffered some head trauma. They’re aboard the Abyssal Seeker now, heading out of the system. This brings us to our next issue, the attackers . . .” The hologram changed showing a closer view of the assassin in question, “facial scans show that this assassin is the same one that managed to infiltrate the hospital that was treating General Hilemei, killing him and the medical staff that were looking after him. Nodevar Phantasms.”

      “How did a lone Hashmedai make it out here?” An EDF member asked.

      “Nodevar was supposedly present during the invasion of Earth,” Anders said. “It’s possible he somehow managed to infiltrate the Abyssal Explorer and arrive here at the same time as the rest of us.”

      “He would have needed a cryopod of his own to survive the trip,” Rana said. “I doubt anyone aboard the Explorer would have provided him with one.”

      “The Celestial Order might have . . .” Gomez said.

      “That’s what we suspect,” Anders said. “Considering the psionic that attacked the operation center was an Aryile woman, and most likely was working with him.”

      “Isn’t the order still a Radiance cult?” Rana asked. “Why would they be working with Hashmedai?”

      “That’s what I hope you all will find out,” Anders said while the light level returned to normal. “This attack was aimed solely at humans so it will be our job to get to the bottom of this. Radiance will provide assistance in any way they can, but ultimately, we will be spearheading this operation. We need to find out where Nodevar Phantasms and this woman ran off to and who are they taking orders from.” Anders then addressed Gomez. “Lieutenant Gomez, I want you and EDF-2 to follow up on all leads within the city.” Then the leader of EDF-3 was given orders. “Lieutenant Hawke, your team will investigate leads off world.”

      Lieutenant Kasidey Hawke nodded in confirmation. “Aye sir.”
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* * *

      Both EDF-2 and EDF-3 entered the docking bay of their HQ. Two Radiance transport ships were primed and ready for takeoff and waiting for their human Special Forces teams to enter. Rana along with Stepanovich and Cooper entered their transport. Stepanovich as per usual kept silent in her seat, while her large shades hid any emotion she had on her face. Her long black hair was tied into a bun, while she performed a series of system checks on her magnetic sniper rifle. Cooper was the opposite, his hair was cut short, he performed no checks of his equipment as he hung out in the cockpit chatting with the Rabuabin pilot. He said about how different his life was currently compared to when he was living on Earth in his mother’s basement.

      Gomez was the sole reason neither transport left the docking bay, he was busy calling for Hawke to leave her transport and speak with him. She came out eventually. Her tied-back brown hair was blowing in the wind that entered from the entrance leading to the outside world. “Kasidey,” Diego said to her. “No, hello? No nice to see you again?”

      “You’re an idiot,” she said, then gave him a hug in her armored protect suit. “Satisfied?” He merely laughed. “Yeah good to see you again, man.”

      “Good luck out there,” he said holding onto her shoulder.

      Hawke joined the rest of her team aboard their transport. Its wide doors slid shut and the craft took off. Something ours should be doing . . . Rana thought as she watched Gomez stand and watch the transport leave.

      “Excuse me . . .” a voice yelled from behind.

      Gomez turned around to see who had called out to him, with a curious look on her face, Rana did the same and stepped off the transport. A Javnis man wearing a grey jumpsuit approached them. He had a cybernetic arm, but clearly wasn’t a psionic, it was a prosthetic arm by the look of it.

      “You are the human team searching for the assassin?” the Javnis asked.

      “Yeah that’s right, Lieutenant Diego Gomez, EDF-2 leader.”

      “Corporal Rana Farhadi, also for EDF-2,” Rana said.

      “I am Captain Mil Gengei of the Abyssal Sword.” He raised his arm to perform the traditional Radiance greeting. “Your acquaintance is recognized.” The two returned the gesture, before offering their hand to shake. The traditional human greetings. “I have some information that may assist you in your search.”

      Gomez’s lips curled. “Really?”

      “I fought the assassin you are seeking. He was on Earth during the invasion of your world.”
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      Abyssal Pelican, Oyuri orbit, Barnard’s Star System

      “Sir, the transport we captured from the Explorer . . .”

      Jainuzei spun his chair around to face the young Vorcambreum officer at her computer station hoping for some good news. However the body language on her three-foot-tall body said otherwise as she looked at her small holographic projection. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “It’s leaving Oyuri,” she said after reviewing the data before her.

      Jainuzei faced the former captain of the Pelican, who now took on the role of second in command and still hadn’t gotten around to giving him a full update on their situation. Jainuzei asked him. “I presume that wasn’t part of the plan?”

      “No, they were supposed to stay and terminate the rest of the crew that escaped.”

      Jainuzei paused, knowing that the whole operation was now on him and not that of Peluei the former captain. Jainuzei was determined to prove to those around him he had no fear of this new, monumental task. The Celestial Order must be successful here for its final plans to be put in motion and the crew of the Explorer was a threat to that. Jainuzei needed to make the right choice, and it needed to be done now.

      “Contact them,” Jainuzei said.

      “We’ve tried sir, no response.”

      Jainuzei noticed the Vorcambreum officer panic in her seat, there was unexpected activity on her screen. Something was going on outside of the ship. “They’ve entered sub light!”

      “Location?”

      A Javnis psionic began to focus, using his mind to track the fleeing transport ship, the transport ship that was supposed to be under Celestial Order control. “Looks like it’s on a course toward,” the psionic paused, then after a suspenseful sixteen seconds said, “Rasi.”

      “How soon can we get another team on the surface?” Jainuzei asked.

      “I can a have a transport ready in fifteen minutes,” an eager to please crew member said from behind him.

      “Do it, then have us follow,” Jainuzei said to them, then addressed the rest of the communication officers. “Contact all Radiance ships in the system, tell them. Tell them someone might be trying to break quarantine from Rasi.”
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* * *

      Transport En Route to Rasi, Barnard’s Star System

      The trip from Oyuri to Rasi was just under an hour, a perfect time for Chloe to sit back in her chair as she began to think of the past. Just not Chloe’s past, rather Vaish’s past. She remembered a time . . . must have been hundreds if not a thousand years ago when the Linl government was still an independent power in the galaxy. The Hashmedai Empire attacked an outpost in Dark Lejorania aka Proxima Centauri. Imperial Destroyers could be seen out the windows of the small Linl frigate she and Fiesei were aboard. Fiesei, his name was simply Fies back then.

      The ship was boarded and the captain called for an evacuation of all personnel. Both Vaish and Fies wore experimental suits similar in design to the protect suits. Several of the intruding Hashmedai tried to stop their escape, none survived the husband and wife duo, they were a deadly force. They encountered a wounded crew member who looked like Karklosea, though her blonde hair was much longer. The shuttle bay was near and Vaish along with Fies and the woman who looked like Karklosea had boarded. Gods, what was her name?

      Vaish took the control of the shuttle; she was not only a fighter but a trained pilot. It flew away from the Linl ship that had more or less been captured by the Hashmedai navy. It was the memory of those flying skills that allowed Chloe to pilot the transport, steer it clear of the Abyssal Pelican and set a course to Rasi, on a journey to where ever the hell the Whisper on this planet were hidden. And it was Vaish’s foggy memories of being a Whisper agent that allowed Chloe to hack and adjust the mind shield settings of the transport, blocking out all psionic activity inside it, including Radiance. Sadly most of Vaish’ memories were fragmented, as much as she tried, the only memories of Rasi that popped up technically belonged to Chloe, as she arrived via the Silver Raven.

      She woke sometime later from the flashback. The transport’s computer played an audio notification in the Radiance language, letting her know that she was about to arrive at her destination. She took control and slowed it down from sub light speeds as the dark and icy world of Rasi appeared up front, along with a large blockade of Radiance ships in her path. Several messages from each and every ship pinged her, requesting that she turn around and leave the area at once, for Rasi was under quarantine.

      Their warnings fell on deaf ears. Chloe piloted the transport forward toward a small opening between the multi-ship blockade, just small enough for a transport to fit through. She double-checked to ensure their shields were at maximum. She had a feeling they would be needed in a few minutes.
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* * *

      Silver Raven, outer edge of Barnard’s Star System

      The Silver Raven’s engines remained dormant for nearly a day after its dramatic escape from the Abyssal Pelican. The small Hashmedai ship placed itself far away from the inner planets namely Oyuri and Rasi so that ship based sensors would have a hard time detecting it, and far enough so that it was just out of range of psionic ESP.

      Both Veloshira and Eupiar diligently checked the location of all known ships in the system to monitor if they were adjusting course toward the Silver Raven. No ship however did so, all them remained around Rasi, while the Pelican remained at Oyuri, another Radiance ship that was in orbit around Oyuri vanished from sensors.

      Of course the data they got was a few hours out of date and it was that knowledge that caused Eupiar to be surprised as new data transmitted to her laptop. Her hands flicked away the holoscreens that hovered next to her and a new one appeared listing new data for her to pick and have fun with.

      “Well, well, well,” Eupiar said after reading the new data.

      Destiny heard how delighted Eupiar sounded and moved her weightless body into the chilly cockpit. “What have you got?” she asked.

      “Seems I still have limited access to the Pelican, communication data mostly.”

      “And?”

      “There’s a transport ship that left Oyuri, they’re interested in it to the point that they ordered most of the Radiance fleet in the system look for it.”

      Destiny hovered next to her and gazed at Eupiar’s findings, translated from Radiance into English on her laptop. “Might be worth a look if we can avoid getting infected by whatever the hell plagued that place,” Destiny said.

      Eupiar moved the new data screen to the right with her right hand, while her other hand lifted a screen containing saved data she downloaded from the knowledge network on Rasi. The last reports of what was happening on the planet’s surface. Pictures of strange zombie-like people were seen attacking fleeing Radiance races in the streets. Those that were slain rose from the dead and became a one of those strange monsters.

      Neither one of them liked people of Radiance, yet the pictures and video that replayed . . . it was horrific, and was spreading across the planet. Eupiar didn’t want to know what would happen should this outbreak make its way back to Vancouver and the rest of Earth.

      She shut off the window and returned to the previous screen that continued to siphon communication data from the Pelican to them, namely the transport. “If this transport doesn’t lead us to Jazz . . .” Eupiar said.

      “We’ll have to leave the system, there isn’t anything else for us,” Destiny said, finishing what she was going to say. She then tilted her head toward Veloshira who sat in her seat with her arms crossed catching forty winks. Eupiar envied her. None of them had got any real sleep since this whole fiasco began. “Let . . . her know too.” Destiny brushed away the floating ginger hair that got into her eyes.

      “Vel!” Eupiar yelled to her in the Hashmedai language.

      Veloshira’s orange eyes shot open with an ‘I wasn’t sleeping’ look on her face. “What?”

      “Sorry, change of plan,” Eupiar said, then flicked a small hologram of Rasi to her, “back to Rasi for one last look.”

      Veloshira’s sigh formed white mist from her mouth as she reached up to input a new course into the navigation system. The stars in view from the windshield of the ship shifted as the Silver Raven spun around toward its new destination, Rasi, and entered sub light speed.

      “Tell me . . .” Veloshira said to Eupiar. “Are you good at hacking credit chits?”

      “That’s a tough one, but it isn’t impossible. Why?”

      “I have a feeling myself and my family will need to live in the Morutrin System after this . . .” she said. “Credit chits will be required to survive.”

      “I think we will all be living there once we get out of this.”

      The Silver Raven arrived at Rasi one and a half hours later. The windshield treated them to the spectacular but unfortunate image of several Radiance ships that surrounded the planet. Some of them were on an intercept course toward the Silver Raven.

      “Multiple ships in orbit,” Veloshira said from her computer terminal. “I’m sure their psionics have been alerted to us by now.”

      “I don’t see the transport though these scans, it must be on the other side of Rasi,” Eupiar said, checking her screen. “The Pelican set a course to follow the transport after the transport entered sub light. They should be arriving in a few minutes.”

      “Which brings us to the next point, they could be sending more ships at us right now and we won’t know about it until they get close.”

      Veloshira was right, while most of the Radiance ships in the system were around Rasi, the Pelican and a few smaller ones were outside of the Rasi sector. Any one of those ships could be making last minute adjustments to their courses and heading toward the Silver Raven.

      The ships currently in orbit were going to be problematic enough. Toss in the Pelican which would be in the sector in a few minutes regardless and they would need more than slick flying skills. They needed a way to not be seen or targeted while they conducted their search for this mysterious transport that would hopefully lead them to Jazz.

      Hopefully.

      “How well can this ship handle underwater?” Eupiar asked Veloshira.

      “How should I know? It wasn’t built for swimming.”

      Eupiar raced her hands across her holographic keyboard and a large 3D projection of Rasi appeared in front of her. She used both of her hands to adjust the position of the hologram, placing it between her and Veloshira.

      “Most of Rasi is water, but there’s a thick layer of ice above it.” She double-tapped the projection, triggering it to show a 2D cut away picture of Rasi's surface. It showed a layer of snow, then a thick layer of ice, an ocean warmed by undersea volcanoes, then the surface of the ocean. “Transports are the only ships Radiance has that can fly though an atmosphere.”

      “They can target us with plasma missiles should they have them loaded.”

      “But how about when they are under water? If we boost our shields to max, shoot our way down into the ocean, they won’t follow.” Eupiar’s index finger slid across the cut away picture, it passed the upper layers representing Rasi’s surface unveiling in small popup windows the amount of heat needed to melt the snow and ice followed by the power the shields needed to be at for the Silver Raven to splash down into the ocean. “Even if they do follow us, their shields won’t be strong enough to last down there without modifications and the accuracy of their missiles will be affected.”

      Veloshira’s orange shimmering eyes gleamed over the data before she said with a resounding and firm. “No.”

      “Really?”

      “We’ll take our chances in the air,” Veloshira said, and began to pilot the Silver Raven toward Rasi and the Radiance ships creeping over its horizon. “Prepare yourself.”
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* * *

      Transport, Rasi orbit, Barnard’s Star System

      Chloe’s transport rumbled as it sped up, narrowly avoiding slamming into a Radiance ship. The Radiance blockade was hesitant to fire upon her at first, just a few warning shots passed. She feared however the next shots that came toward her wouldn’t be warning shots. But she had to try; she had to keep pushing and get near the planet’s surface without being shot down.

      Computer scans showed several cruisers break away from the blockade and travel toward the opposite end of Rasi. There was something going on there that was deemed more important than her. Whoever or what it is was, she’d have to send her thanks when this was all over. With fewer ships to deal with, Chloe could slip through a newly created wide gap in the blockade, evading what plasma fire she could.

      Now the hard part.

      She made preparations to outrun a swarm of plasma missiles, they were no doubt under control of several psionic telekinetic minds. The horizon of Rasi slowly rose into the view of her windshield as the missiles behind her gained on her fast, tracking her movement. She hoped that perhaps the missiles would break up in the atmosphere during her dramatic descent, she after all still had her shields up missiles on the other hand had no shields to protect them from reentry, but with psionic tricky at work bending the laws of physics in their favor, you never knew.
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* * *

      Silver Raven, low Rasi orbit, Barnard’s Star System

      “Hang on!” Veloshira yelled as she dropped the nose of the Silver Raven toward the surface of Rasi.

      Not a bad idea, Eupiar thought and sat in her chair, adjusting her seat belt. Gravity would be taking a hold of them very soon. And if Destiny didn’t do the same, she’d face-plant on the floor like she did the last time.

      Three Radiance cruisers were clearly seen up above the horizon somewhere, firing plasma in their general direction while the lead ship’s missile ports opened up and launched hundreds of missiles toward them.

      The first salvo of missiles hit the shields of the Silver Raven as it entered the upper stratosphere of the planet. Heat from the explosions and rippling shields caused the falling snow around them to vaporize into scalding hot steam as they lit up the dark skies like a lightning storm.
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* * *

      Transport, skies of Rasi, Barnard’s Star System

      Chloe got the answer to her inquiry, the plasma missiles remained intact. Two of them crashed into the rear of her transport taking out the aft shields in the process. Several more were poised to do the same until she saw her new means of escape, the tall jagged mountains of Rasi. She commanded the transport to fly between some of the mountain peaks; the missiles couldn’t keep up with her as they smashed into the mountains instead. As powerful as psionics were, controlling missiles from a ship in orbit was no easy task given the distance and so many factors they had to account for like gravity and wind direction.

      Forcing them to follow the exact path Chloe’s transport took would have required them to either be planet side or just be a prodigy at their job. Neither scenario was the case. Chloe was free for the time being as she piloted the transport away from the mountains, though she knew that this wasn’t going to be the end of her pursuers. They could shoot plasma missiles toward the surface and would likely continue to do so until they got lucky.

      The transport landed in the middle of a snowy field that was in process of being buried by a torrential blizzard. As it came to a landing Chloe got up from her chair and moved toward the rear section of the transport, her hands searching for tools among the pile of equipment she didn’t leave behind on Oyuri. More of Vaish’s cunning thinking as a secret agent pushed into her mind along with more of her true personality while Chloe’s was pushed back.

      She wondered how much longer it would be before she’d stop thinking of herself as Chloe and start thinking herself as Vaish.
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* * *

      Silver Raven, skies of Rasi, Barnard’s Star System

      The Silver Raven descended from the blizzard clouds, snow slowly started to build up on top of its blue flickering shields as it continued to fly toward the surface. In its wake, plasma missiles fired from orbit as it left behind a contrail of exhaust from its thrust.

      “No transports are behind us,” Veloshira said. “Radiance knows they aren’t to be used at fighters, we are safe so long as they don’t send psionics after us.”

      A hologram displayed exterior camera footage from the rear of the ship, plasma missiles fired from the Radiance ships followed them via telekinetics. “Did you account for that?” Eupiar said, pointing to the video. Veloshira’s mouth let out a loud feral like hiss.

      The Silver Raven accelerated then spun around to face the missiles with its forward plasma cannons. An immediate dogfight broke out, the Silver Raven versus psionically controlled plasma missiles. The distance between the psionics and the missiles under their control slowed the performance of the missiles however and it showed. A ship like the Silver Raven shouldn’t be able to perform a spectacular waltz in the skies with missiles as its dance partners, but there they were. Plasma missiles became adversaries equal to fighter craft on a kamikaze run.
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* * *

      Snowy tundra, Rasi, Barnard’s Star System

      It wasn’t hard for both Jazz and Vaishea to see the Silver Raven in the dark blizzard skies. The lights from the plasma fire, light from its engines, its blue shields as it got hit by the explosive force of plasma missiles. The display went on for a few minutes until there were no plasma missiles left then it zipped through the skies, past the mountain the two just left and into the never-ending snow storm.

      “So that’s what was causing the avalanches . . .” Jazz said, watching its afterburners vanish from sight.

      “I don’t recognize that ship,” Vaishea said.

      “It’s our ride outta here, let’s leave it as that.” Jazz began running toward the direction he saw the Silver Raven fly to. “We just ain’t got no means of talking to them right now. Maybe they landed, let’s check it out.”

      Jazz lead the way and took the two on an adventure through the snow and ice in the blizzard. Their life support monitors on their HUDs continued to show signs of it depleting, causing Jazz to grimace with each new notification. If the Silver Raven did indeed land, it would be their ticket off this rock and access to air and heat they were going to be losing if they continued to say outside.

      Minutes passed and the two saw nothing but snow, ice, hills, mountains in the distance and more snow slowly dumping on top of them. The extreme cold began to make the joints in their suits freeze up due to all the ice and snow build up. They did their best to ignore it and continued onward, knowing that was their only chance at survival. The trek back to the city would have resulted in them running out of air just before they got there, at least this journey had at best a chance the Silver Raven finding and rescuing them—And at worst, presented an option for Veloshira and the others to know that he didn’t make it, and that they should leave the system.
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* * *

      ￼Aether space, upper vortex

      Hannah’s astral projected form materialized within aether space. She was surrounded by a river of magma that dripped down around from the floating islands above her. Amber-colored clouds of gases painted the horizon obscuring the pale orange stars in the distance. She walked across the flat and solid rocky surface between the hot magma as it created ripping heat waves, heat that she paid no mind to.

      The sounds of her heels clinked with each of her foot steeps, echoing into silent world around her. There was a magma waterfall directly in front of her intended destination. She raised her hands in front of it then moved them to the sides, parting the magma like drapes, unveiling what lay beyond, a bottomless void below and a hovering disk-shaped platform across.

      Hannah began to walk once again stepping off the floating rock she was on across the void. Cuboid, crystalline objects rose from the void and lined up one by one, forming a bridge from the rock toward the platform. As Hannah crossed the bridge the cube shaped objects returned to the previous location below, amongst red gasses and clouds. Lightning flashed in the distance on Hannah’s arrival at the platform.

      She waved her hand from left to right and winds began to blow through her long black hair and black Victorian era style outfit, while holographic pictures appeared. Each one showed her possible outcomes in the galaxy, the Milky Way galaxy to be exact. She saw different choices, different historical paths, knowledge of the future, or the future that could be created provided that certain events happened at certain times.

      Hannah needed answers. She needed to know where things were going. In the past, this place gave her a clear and consistent listing of events to come and ways to manipulate those events to mold a galaxy that fit the needs of her and the three goddesses. But as she looked, the imagery around her became blurry. The images flicked on and off. The longer she remained, the more distorted everything became. She had to remember what little information she could gather and make a best guess as to what predictions to make, which minds to influence, and which dreams to conjure in the minds of people of interest.

      One projection stood out. She shut her eyes to take it in, and memorized it second by second. The wraiths, they would enter aether space as expected during the celestial ascension. But the gods, they know of everything. They would launch a counter attack, then pass through into normal space and unleash their wrath, punishing her, the goddess, and the order. And for good measure all life within their corner of the galaxy to ensure the Celestial Order doesn’t rise again. No, this cannot happen, how could it be prevented?

      She replayed the projection in her mind repeatedly. They didn’t have enough wraith to defeat the gods. Had they had more at their disposal, the gods couldn’t enter normal space. Hannah would have enough power with the assistance of the wraith to push the gods back and create a defense line. From there, additional wraith could be created and ascend.

      The gods would be defeated. The goddesses would rise as the rulers of aether space and the greater Lyonria. The rest of the galaxy in normal space would be forced to worship them and allow the Lyonria to achieve their next stage in evolution.

      But . . . but. They need to hold the line first and the wraith at their disposal was not enough. Hannah began to laugh as her eyes opened and searched for more imagery, more information that would help her on her new task. The projections were gone. GONE.

      She spun around for she felt that something wasn’t right. There was someone else here in her secret area away from the gods, away from the greater Lyonria. A beautiful Hashmedai woman with blue skin stood behind her, like Hannah the winds blew across her long and elegant psionic dress adorned with orange and grey ribbons.

      The woman was angry, hateful. The woman was Iolysta Frosttouch, mother of Phylarlie and Noylarlie. And was once a dear friend to Hannah.
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* * *

      Lyonria structure, Oyuri, Barnard’s Star System

      “I can’t see the complete outcome!” Hannah yelled with rage as her body and mind returned to normal space.

      Nivrui and Aviuheart walked circles around Hannah with no emotion on their faces, gazing at the distraught seer. “Unfortunate,” Aviuheart said.

      “But . . .” Hannah added. “The gods, they know of our stance. The activation of this structure alerted them.”

      “They will strike us first,” Nivrui said to Aviuheart.

      “We will fail.”

      “We will be knocked from the path.”

      “The Hannah must rectify this at once.”

      Hannah’s face began to twitch, her twisted mind began to utilize what information she could acquire from aether space, she then revealed. “Only human wraiths can defend us; other species are too weak.” Hannah’s voice changed, and said. “Yes but we won’t have enough until humanity is forced to join the union.” Her voice once again changed, this time to her normal tone Hannah was having a conversation with herself. “That process will take years! We don’t have that time we need it now!” Her accent changed to South African. “Humans that escaped from the Rasi complex then.” It then switched to Australian. “We don’t know where they fled!” Then English. “Let’s search for them in the meantime.” Russian. “Yes, with their numbers . . . we could build a defense strong enough.” Southern American. “I reckon if we infect every living thing in the system we won’t have enough for a solid defense, but with infected humans . . .” Bronx. “The ones that escaped will be enough, the gods assault will fail.” Irish. “Aye, our position will be fortified.” French. “'Then we wait until the Hashmedai bring the human race to its feet . . .” German. “The rest of the humans will be brought in like cattle for their born task, conversion to a wraith.” Finally, her voice and accent returned to normal, and her plan was finalized. “The Pelican has an extra task!”

      She moved toward Ella who was still in control of Avearan’s body, although she was under the control of the goddesses. Hannah held onto the augmented psionic body before her and placed her face directly in front of her. “This is so exciting! Don’t you agree?”

      Ella reminded silent and motionless, it was for her own good. The voices of millions ripping into her psionic mind would kill her if it wasn’t for the protection of the goddesses.
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* * *

      Abyssal Pelican, Rasi orbit, Barnard’s Star System

      The Abyssal Pelican dropped out of sub light speeds minutes after the transport in question headed toward the surface below breaking through the blockade. A blockade that was much smaller than what Jainuzei had imagined as he gazed at.

      “Report,” he said, demanding the bridge crew respond.

      “Two ships broke through the blockade of Rasi,” a Rabuabin officer said. “One of them was the transport we were tracking . . . the other.”

      A hologram of a ship of unknown origin appeared in front of Jainuzei. He watched it closely as he stroked his chin, he couldn’t recognize its design at all. “What is this?”

      “It was a ship we had captured not long ago, a new type of Hashmedai vessel, the Silver Raven,” the officer said. “It entered the system several days ago masquerading as a merchant ship from the Morutrin system.”

      “This must be the ship Jazz came here on . . .” Jainuzei said. As it would provide the perfect explanation as to how he and his partners got here without being shot on sight. How he got here from Earth so fast was another question. Wormholes came to mind, but last time he checked, it was still a new discovery to the order. In any case it was more reading he’d have to do to catch up on if he was going to lead the order to victory.

      “He wasn’t aboard when we took control of it.”

      “Of course not,” Jainuzei said. “I’ve dealt with him.” Jazz should be a frozen body at the foot of the mountains by now. “So you had it in your grasp?” A critical question to Jainuzei, they had it captured not long ago, why is it here potently causing problems?

      “They managed to escape . . .” said Peluei. “I will update you on that incident; you were still on Rasi when it happened.”

      “If I may,” an Aryile psionic said. Jainuzei saw him stand from his station. He had a red gem hanging around his neck like pendant. “The gods . . . they are speaking to me.”

      His last statement caused the entire bridge crew to rise and focus on what he was to reveal. Jainuzei’s heart began to race; he felt the blood in his veins move through quickly. The gods, choosing to speak to a member of this ship, they are either in a lot of trouble or are being praised for all their divine work.

      “What did they say?” Jainuzei asked him.

      “The humans who escaped from the R&D complex must be found and . . .” the psionic stopped, as he raised the gem toward his forehead, probably to receive the last of the gods’ message to him. “Jazz must be brought to Hannah, alive.”

      Jainuzei gritted his flat teeth while he hid the wave of embarrassment that was building in his mind.

      “Did you not kill that human?” Peluei asked.

      Reluctantly, Jainuzei said. “If the gods believe he’s alive then, then, he must be.” I tossed him away, when the gods wanted him brought to Hannah. I must stop failing like this, it is dishonorable, Jainuzei mused, thinking about his failure. He failed to kill Jazz, twice, and he wasn’t supposed to do it in the first place. That’s three counts of failure and dishonor; he didn’t deserve to be leading the order.

      “Weapons Master?” someone called out to him, but he wasn’t sure who it was. He was lost in his deep thoughts and self-loathing.

      He took a deep breath, knowing that he couldn’t change the past only control the present to build a desirable future. The present was that he was their leader, and they were all looking up to him, even now as the crew shifted their eyes away from the psionic and toward him. Jainuzei needed to make a call and he needed to redeem himself from his past errors and create a path where he would not fail again, and not let down the gods who were clearly being lenient on him for what he did.

      “Get me Dargonea . . .” Jainuzei said. “She was in pursuit of the transports that the human subjects fled on before losing contact and withdrawing.”

      “Yes sir.”

      “Have every union ship in the system swarm this planet, nothing leaves orbit. The transport, Hashmedai ship, the missing humans and Jazz . . . we have a lot to search for. Let us not disappoint the gods!”

      “Captain,” Jainuzei said to the former captain. “I’ll be in my quarters, you have the bridge.”

      He nodded and said. “I’ll let you know as soon as we’re ready to deploy.”

      Jainuzei made his way toward his quarters via a lengthy elevator ride and corridor walk. He still never got used to the idea of a ship having gravity in every section of it and at times he had to consistently remind himself he was on a ship in space, and not some massive military base. He entered his quarters and felt a wave of cold air hit him. The temperatures were set low, low for an Aryile, comfortable for a human.

      The sliding doors shut behind him as he saw Alisha rest on the couch, still dressed in her lab outfit, musing about the last several hours when he had her brought aboard to escape the outbreak on Rasi. He removed his equipment, replacing it with off duty attire, something warm to keep his body temperature up. Alisha said nothing just held onto her data pad while her fingers slid across its touch screen.

      “I am sorry for all of this,” Jainuzei said to her.

      “It’s not your fault,” she said with little emotion, then sighed. Something on the data pad had her upset. “Knowledge network has gone silent.”

      “The outbreak has consumed the colonized worlds in this system,” he sat with her, hoping his presence would brighten her gloomy mood, “and by the way, I have been made captain of this ship, since Patriarch Dalhakei has gone missing.”

      “This is just . . . too much right now,” she said, tossing the data pad on the floor.

      “I understand. A lot has happened to you over the span of a few days,” he said. “But I assure you; the gods will not let you suffer.” Alisha said nothing more, his words and charming deep voice had little effect. Perhaps she needs some time alone. “I will be meditating,” he said, rising from the couch. “You are more than welcome to join if you please.”

      He retreated to his room where his bed rested below a small window, allowing him to see the spectacle of Rasi and the Radiance fleet in orbit around it. There was a red mat at the foot of his bed where he sat cross-legged, placed his hands at his sides, and shut his eyes. It took him some time to clear his thoughts, for he pondered if Alisha’s response was the punishment the gods handed to him as a result of his actions. He became worried that should the gods not be impressed with his work, that Alisha may become distant and walk out of his life as fast as she walked into it.

      He was growing fond of her intelligence, her beautiful face, her lovely long black hair. She not only embraced his religious believes, but also allowed her mind to be tempered and saw the truth and the path of the Celestial Order much like how he did. He wanted to spend more time with her, to become intimate with her, and see what type of relationship the two of them could forge.

      But first things first. Meditate, clearing his thoughts, so that he can sharpen his mind and body for the battles that await him.
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* * *

      Snowy tundra, Rasi, Barnard’s Star System

      Jazz and Vaishea slowly trekked through the waist high snow of Rasi as the flurry from the blizzard continued to sprinkle its precipitation contents all over their suits and the surrounding region. Instead of leaving behind footprints, the two left behind huge gashes in the snowy field carved out by their bodies. If Jazz didn’t know any better the blizzard seemed to have intensified, as visibility dropped to almost nonexistence. He could barely see the lights within Vaishea’s helmet amongst the snow and darkness.

      Jazz’s foot tripped over a solid objected buried deep below the snow, causing his body to fall over face first into the white cold blanket below him. He heard Vaishea laugh while he struggled to drag his body out from the snow that consumed him. Her hands reached down to dig him out, during which they barely caught a glimpse of what he tripped over the process.

      It was a body.

      The two worked in unison to clear away all the snow, exposing the corpse below them to their helmet’s lights. “The fuck?” Jazz said as he leaned in to get a closer look at what they found.

      The body was wearing an environment suit much like theirs; it was grim reminder to Jazz what might become of them if they didn’t find the Silver Raven. Upon closer inspection he saw that deceased was a woman, a Linl. There were multiple gunshot wounds to her chest and face. Vaishea knelt and started to brush away the snow and ice that covered up the name plate on the suit.

      “What does it say? Jazz asked.

      “Katotea . . .” she said. “Heurol’s missing agent.”

      “Someone wanted her bumped off.”

      “And dumped the body out here where nobody would find it.” Jazz saw Vaishea reach down toward the back part of Katotea’s helmet and removed a cube shaped computer core from it. She held the device toward him. “This should tell us what happened to her before she died.”

      “Let’s keep moving,” he said as she got back to her feet. “I know visibility is shit, but I’m pretty sure the Silver Raven hasn’t backtracked past us.”

      “A ship like that, it could be anywhere on the planet by now, maybe even left orbit.”

      “Yeah but the speeds it was traveling at . . .” he said as the two continued their trek through the deep snow. “It was looking for something in the region . . . or someone.”

      “And who would that someone be?”

      “Yours truly of course. It’s the horse I rode in on, and the one I intend to ride out on.”

      With a perplexed tone of voice she asked him. “What’s a horse?”
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* * *

      Second class Ranger Ary Vonei’s vision returned to normal as the teleport from the Abyssal Pelican to the surface of Rasi finished. He was fully equipped in combat armor and helmet alongside three other rangers and Dargonea, the psionic that had brought them down. In front of them was the transport that was once in control of the order, but now had left Oyuri ignoring all communications.

      It came to land in the middle of the tundra for reasons unknown. It didn’t try to flee as they fanned out and approached it. There were no signs of life, and the lights from the inside were clearly shut off as seen from the snow-covered windshield. Dargonea teleported away to bring in more ground forces and to check up on the Silver Raven as their next plan of action was to recapture that ship.

      The three rangers finished their circling around the transport with their rifles drawn, shining the light from their flashlights upon the landed ship. Nothing out of the ordinary, and no signs that someone walked away from the craft, though it was hard to tell with all the fresh snowfall, footprints would have been buried up by now. As they got closer, they saw signs that someone was indeed outside for a moment and was tinkering with an exterior access panel, for whatever reason. To make repairs perhaps? The transport did take a bit of damage before landing.

      The doors were forced open and, as expected, darkness welcomed them as their flashlights lit paths that led them inside. Vonei’s HUD reported that the temperatures inside were about the same as outside as well as no breathable air, life-support was offline. The three of them entered the cockpit while Vonei took point. There was an unmoving body in the chair. The three rapidly moved in and surrounded the chair where the body rested, aiming their weapons at it while it’s light highlighted the person. It was the body of a ranger, an order member at that, one that was assigned to the Abyssal Explorer and there was a harpoon bolt through his head. The dried blood on it was several hours old judging by his helmet’s quick scan. This ranger was dead long before the transport left Oyuri, and clearly wasn’t the pilot.

      Gods.

      Someone else was there. The doors of the transport closed, and it wasn’t by their hands.

      The entrance to the cryo chamber opened, and an unknown adversary stormed them with a hail of bullets aimed at them. Vonei and his team quickly took cover and formed a defensive position within the cockpit. Their shields took several hits, but remained strong despite the ambush. Whoever this person was, wasn’t very good with a rifle.

      Vonei raised his rifle to return fire but stopped when he noticed a flashing green light behind him. It was the explosive component to a plasma missile, and there were bullets ripping into it rapidly.

      Then it hit him.

      The attacker wasn’t aiming at them. The target was the explosive. It was a trap. And it worked. The explosion that followed killed two of them instantly, partly vaporizing their lower bodies and utterly destroying half the transport in the process in a furious blast that brightened the skies and the falling snow flakes.

      Vonei, by a miracle, survived the blast, though he felt his life slipping away. His left arm was missing along with his torso and everything that normally would be below it. Air and heat hissed away from the huge opening in his helmet. The cold winds and snow helped take his mind of the deadly pain in his body. From the pillars of smoke and flames, stepped the attacker, the clever and cunning person who shall feel the wrath of the gods for their defiant actions.

      With the last ounce of life left in Vonei’s fading eyesight he managed to see the face of the attacker amongst the darkness. It was Major Chloe Vaughan and as he recalled she found out whom she really was, thus triggering the termination of her along with the Explorer’s crew—

      Two bullets ripped through his head, and his blood and brain spattered across the frozen land below changing color as it froze solid over the course of two minutes.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A bright emerald green explosion lit up the skies around Jazz and Vaishea. Its source came from something that was located on the ground toward Jazz’s right side. In the aftermath of the blast, Jazz could see signs of fires burning wildly. It was enough for the two to move toward and investigate. Jazz hoped it wasn’t the Silver Raven; otherwise the two of them may as well took of their helmets and let nature finish them off.

      Jazz breathed a sigh of relieve when he saw the object burning in the distance wasn’t the Raven. “What’s this?” he asked.

      “It looks like a union transport, on fire,” Vaishea said as she took a closer look. She was indeed right, it was a transport. Red tracer lights shot through the skies; there was a gun fight in progress.

      “It’s under attack.”
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* * *

      Silver Raven, skies of Rasi, Barnard’s Star System

      “There!” Destiny said, while aiming her finger toward the faint red aura of flames on the horizon.

      “That was not there when we passed by,” Eupiar said, reviewing sensor logs via a holo screen. “Vel—”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Veloshira said bitterly as she piloted the Silver Raven to its new course. The fires in the snow filed tundra.
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* * *

      Snowy tundra, Rasi, Barnard’s Star System

      Jazz and Vaishea took advantage of the heavy snowfall, and crawled in the deep snow to avoid detection as they slowly got closer to the burning transport. They were a few rangers shooting at a target and taking cover from the inside the mangled transport. There was a psionic with them but it later vanished, probably going to bring more friends. Jazz and Vaishea needed to act quickly, as soon as they figured out who was friend and who was foe.

      Jazz saw one ranger backtrack as their shields got low. He moved backward so quickly there was no time to warn Vaishea of what was coming toward her, the ranger ended up tripping over her, thus blowing her cover. It didn’t take long for the ranger to realize she was hiding below him, nor did it take long for him to raise his rifle at her. That was all Jazz needed to know these were enemies.

      Jazz made a quick leaping spear tackle, the impact sent the ranger backward and to the ground. Jazz colliding with the ranger provided just enough force to shatter what little remained of his shields. Whoever the ranger had been fighting had got a few shots on him prior. Both of their covers were blown, Jazz was busy rolling and wrestling with the ranger, while Vaishea got up from her cover to assess the situation. The brawl Jazz and the ranger engaged in eventually transformed into fist fight as they got to their feet, the rifle was buried in too much snow for either of the two to start looking for.

      Jazz threw the first punch, and regretted it. Slugging the helmet of the ranger was a bad idea, the gloves from his environment suit weren’t exactly heavily armored like his enemy, and the pain that radiated forced Jazz to hold his hand and yelp and curse loud.

      Two gunshots echoed, and the ranger Jazz was fighting dropped dead. The armored person that was taking cover behind the transport did him in, then later the last remaining ranger during the distraction, Jazz and Vaishea created.

      The killer of the two rangers stepped away from the burning transport, looked from side to side, then ran toward Jazz and Vaishea with their rifle aimed at them. Jazz hoped they would at least take the time to thank them, for there was nothing else him and Vaishea could do at this point. Environment suits weren’t exactly the best form of defense versus a magnetic rifle, and reaching for the rifle below his feet in the snow might give the wrong idea, not that he knew exactly where to go to dig it up.

      Jazz raised his hands to surrender. Vaishea did the same seconds later.

      “You have got to be kidding me,” Jazz said as the armored person got closer. He vaguely saw their face through the tiny gold color tinted visor of their helmet.

      It was Chloe. Fucking Chloe.

      Chloe gazed at his face through his helmet for a few seconds. Then at Vaishea . . . the stare that the two gave each other was eerie. Jazz couldn’t blame them, the both looked like each other.

      “You’re welcome,” Chloe transmitted.

      “As I recalled we just saved yo’ ass,” Jazz said.

      “Those commandos would have taken you both out,” Chloe said. “I saved both of you and had every right in the heat of the moment to put you both down. Especially you Johnson, I aimed and shoot at random, had no idea who was who.”

      The darkened skies lit up once again, this time with blue light. Multiple flashes of blue light. The three looked on while Jazz quickly moved to unbury the rifle under the snow. Multiple psionics were teleporting in. Some of them were dropping off rangers in the process. Others were straight up teleporting down with additional psionics.

      The battle was just beginning.

      The three sprinted toward the transport, the only source of cover in the open and blizzard raging battle field. Chloe tossed her rifle to Vaishea as she ran toward and gripped the rifle of another downed ranger.

      “Bad time for introductions, but Vaishea, this is—”

      “I know who she is,” Chloe said, cutting him off. “And she isn’t Vaishea.”

      They entered the remains of the transport, and not a moment too soon. The first barrage of psionic plasma and magnetic rifle gunfire soared toward them from an uncountable number of angles. “More of this Whisper nonsense?” Jazz asked as he returned fire.

      “You have no idea.”

      The three ended up spreading out amongst the wreckage and snow and hunkered down. They relied on the targeting holo display from their rifle to track enemy movement as there was just too much snow falling.

      Chloe moved toward some sort of device and smashed it with her heel, before returning to add bullets into the fray. “What the fuck is that?” Jazz asked her.

      “I managed to rip out the mind shield from transport and reprogram it. We should be safe from direct telekinesis and psionics teleporting into top of us.” She lowered her head to duck from a psionic plasma ball. “We’re just not safe from that shit, so watch it.”

      “That kind of handiwork isn’t your style Vaughan!”

      “No it’s not at all!” Chloe shouted over the sounds of her, Jazz and Vaishea’s rifles firing. “It’s the handiwork of someone else . . .”

      The skies continued to flash with blue light as more psionics started to teleport into the action zone. “And . . . we’re fucked.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Silver Raven, above snowy tundra Rasi, Barnard’s Star System

      The Silver Raven swooped down toward the battle below them as the flurries from the skies blanketed the forces below them and directly in front of the Raven. Destiny grimaced at the exhibit of an uncountable number of psionics hurling balls of plasma while several groups of rangers slowing moved in, closing the gap between them and three people fighting for survival amongst the wreckage of a burning transport.

      She had one thing to say about the chaos. “That’s a lot of fire power.”

      “And it’s all being directed toward those three down there,” Eupiar said. Veloshira muttered something to Eupiar in the Hashmedai language; afterward Eupiar relayed the message to Destiny. “She wants to know what we should do.”

      “Last time I checked, we had no psionics on our side so . . .” Destiny said while assessing the battle, she then pointed to the three hunkered down people. “Those three . . . Chloe, Jazz plus one. It has to be them.”

      Eupiar relayed Destiny’s message back to Veloshira, who replied with a nod and forced the Silver Raven to aim its plasma cannons and bombard the rangers and psionics on the ground. Their sudden bombing run added to the light in the environment. Huge bolts of green plasma reducing the imposing rangers into ash while melting the snow beneath them. Many of the psionics in play switched their focus to the Silver Raven and began exchanging psionically conjured plasma with them. It didn’t take long for the skies to gain a glow of light, painted across the cloudy stormy skies.

      After the body count of the rangers on the ground was reduced slightly, the Silver Raven moved back up to the skies and circled around to deal with its new threat, psionics who all jump ported toward it and attacked the Hashmedai ship like a swarm of angry bees.

      “I guess that’s why Radiance never bothered with fighters . . .” Destiny as the Silver Raven rocked from its attackers outside.

      The burning transport came back into focus via the windshield. The three were still alive, and still shooting, some rangers survived Veloshira’s assault and continued to push forward despite the air strikes wiping out more than half of them.

      Veloshira began to speak to Eupiar; once again she relayed the translation. “Vel says she can’t target these guys.” Eupiar conjured a small projection and quickly flicked the hologram toward Destiny’s face. The projection showed a zoomed in exterior camera footage of how close the rangers were getting to the three. There was too great of a risk of friendly fire.

      “Leave that to me,” Destiny said, eyeing her combat gear from Earth lying in the lounge behind her. She moved back inside to suit up, full UNE combat armor and helmet, and her eSniper rifle. The weapon powered on and hummed as she held it in her hands, and ran toward the ladder leading to the lower deck.

      “What are you doing?” Eupiar asked her.

      “Crack open the front door and leave the shields in front of it irised. I’m going to lay down some cover fire for them.”

      Destiny began to lower herself down while Eupiar and Veloshira exchanged Hashmedai words back and forth. Just before the two of them and the cockpit were out of sight. “Vel says you’re insane,” Eupiar said. “And wishes you good luck.”

      Destiny leaped down into the cargo hold, as requested its doors opened and the shields covering it parted allowing Destiny to fire. The downside was the irised shields would work both ways. Should a psionic or one of the rangers on the ground get smart, they could take shots at her. The door connecting the cargo hold to the upper deck was sealed shut to keep the livable atmosphere above where it needed to be, thus turning the conditions inside the cargo hold into that of the outside world, cold and unbreathable.

      The cargo containers were magnetized to the floor, providing excellent cover for her as she looked through the scope of her rifle via her helmets sights. And what a sight it was. Purple orbs of plasma flew all over the place, there were explosions on the ground, and the odd psionic body being vaporized by the Silver Raven’s weapons fire. The burning transport came into view as the Silver Raven began to dive slightly toward it.

      The holographic crosshairs of her eSniper rifle zoomed into the back of the head of an unsuspecting ranger. She pulled the trigger, firing a massive projectile bolt that pierced through its shields. Destiny laughed as she saw the now headless ranger fall over in one direction as its head flipped and spiraled slowly to the ground, spraying blood all over the place. Two more rangers charged toward the three, and they lost their heads seconds later, Destiny's aim was unmatched. They were now dealing with one of Earth’s deadliest terrorist.

      The terrain zipped away suddenly, replaced with the cloudy horizon, and darkened snowy skies. Several psionics appeared in front of the Silver Raven, forcing Destiny to return to her cover as balls of plasma entered and melted the sides of her container crate and the walls behind her. One psionic thought he’d be smart and levitate inside the cargo hold, clearly forgetting that the mind shield would render his powers useless. Destiny reminded him of his mistake via two rifle blasts into his chest, creating two holes large enough for her to see the horizon behind him through it.

      An aerial evasive spin nearly caused Destiny to lose her footing and get knocked outside along with the now dead body of the psionic she put down. “Keep it steady!” she yelled while returning to her previous cover and waiting for the Silver Raven to once again face down toward the transport on the ground.

      Destiny held onto her rifle and once again took aim as the AO below reappeared through her sights. One by one the remaining rangers lost their heads or were breathing through an extra hole in their chests.

      Seven left.

      Six left.

      Five left, wait he took it in the arm. Five left.

      Four left.

      “Fuck it,” Destiny transmitted to the two above. “Eupiar have her land this, this is our chance!”

      The Silver Raven landed behind the transport, its thrusts blew away slush and wet snow. Her smoking eSniper rifle was replaced with her trusty dual ePistols. After confirming they powered on, she stormed out running and gunning into the skirmish finishing off the last rangers along with the help of the combined firepower of the three she came here to rescue. The psionics above bombarded the stationary Silver Raven as well as the three who were running over. One heavily focused and charged psionic plasma blast from above dropped down next them, the follow up explosion knocked them all backward and to the ground and sent a massive plume of steam upward.

      Now that Destiny was closer to the three, she could see that two of them wore Radiance environment suits, while another wore Radiance combat armor, and the newer model by the looks. Jazz’s face was seen through the visor of one of the environment suits to her delight. He helped the second person in an environment suit enter the Silver Raven, she didn’t get the chance to take a look at their face. But, the person in combat armor, she recognized that face.

      Chloe and her being alive enraged Destiny.

      But there was a silver lining to all this, Chloe was still outside, struggling to get back up to her feet from the psionic blast. Jazz and the other made it back. Destiny could turn around, shut the door, and leave her ass behind. Or better yet . . .

      Destiny raised her hands holding her pistols, Chloe’s head came into view from the tiny holographic targeting scanner display. Snow was slowly building on Chloe’s back, meaning her shields were down. She could be killed relatively easily with her pistols. Destiny wanted to end her for leading the team that attacked her in Vancouver, the team that played a role in killing her husband Dollon and another one of her friends. She continued to aim the pistol at Chloe’s head in a similar manner she did when she was forced to put down Dollon due to the brainjack that was eating away at his soul.

      Destiny couldn’t do it.

      Every second she held it, flooded her mind with images of that horrific moment. She couldn’t bring herself to pull the trigger, not while she saw Dollon’s face.

      I must be out of my mind . . . Destiny thought as she ran outside toward Chloe, leaping and dodging psionic attacks left right and center. She picked up the woman she hated in a firefighter’s carry and lifted her body back aboard the Silver Raven. The Silver Raven’s doors rapidly shut as the shields unirised. The ship returned to the skies while under the continual bombardment of psionic attacks.

      Life support began to return to normal inside the cargo hold, allowing everyone to remove their helmets. Destiny noticed that there was two of Chloe.

      “Hold up . . .” Destiny said, realizing that the woman in the environment suit was Chloe, just with short hair. Meanwhile the person in combat armor removed their helmet unveiling the Chloe she knew, recognized, and hated.

      “It’s a long story . . .” was all Jazz had to offer as an explanation.

      The Chloe with short hair stared at Chloe with a shocked glare. “My gods . . .” she said.

      A clone? Perhaps, but the short haired Chloe looked a few years younger. Her from the past? A warped time travel accident? The last few days for Destiny had increasingly become more and more like a sci-fi novel and less like the normal new world she had gotten used to living in.

      All parties aboard ventured into the Silver Raven’s cockpit where Eupiar and Veloshira eagerly awaited their next move as the psionics outside ramped up their attacks against the ship and its shields. Jazz was the first to move forward, standing behind Eupiar who annexed his seat upfront during his absence. He frowned as he looked out the windshield at the bolts of purple light streaking through the falling snow, and lit up red and orange light below.

      “We gotta get out of here!” Jazz yelled, stating the obvious.

      “No!” said Chloe with longer hair. “I need to find a Whisper safe house.”

      Seriously? We saved your ass twice and now you’re making demands? “I’m sorry I didn’t realize you’re the captain,” Destiny said sharply.

      Her comment got the long-haired Chloe’s attention. “Look I don’t need your fucking attitude right now, drop me off at . . . ah fuck,” she paused for a second trying to remember the name of where she wanted to go, “Courelia city. You all can do whatever the fuck you want after that.” Jazz too turned around to look at Chloe, the face he had was a similar one Destiny had, surprised that long hair Chloe was barking orders like she was the captain. “She comes with me however,” she said, grabbing onto the younger Chloe with short hair.

      Jazz said. “The fuck she will!”

      “She needs to, it’s important,” Chloe with long hair said to Jazz.

      “You need to explain what’s going on—”

      “Jazz,” short-haired Chloe said. “It’s okay . . .” in her hands was a cubed device, similar to the ones that were located on the back of the helmets they were wearing prior to boarding, “the Whisper will want to see this anyways.”

      The long-haired Chloe turned to her double that she held onto like a valuable object. “So you know where it is?”

      “Okay grownup people!” Eupiar shouted. Destiny could sense she was growing frustrated with the bickering. “Vel really wants to know what our next course of action is since our shields are going down ‘n stuff.”

      “Courelia it is then,” Jazz said to her then addressed the two Chloes. “But I’m coming with you two.”

      “You didn’t answer my question,” Chloe said.

      “We’ve been to a safe house out there,” Jazz said. “So yes, we know where it is. And I won’t lie, I’d like to pop in and see what became of the humans we rescued.”

      “What humans?”

      He grinned toward her while crossing his arms. “Looks like we both got some s’plaining to do.”

      The Silver Raven adjusted its course and propelled out of sight from the swarm of psionics around it. Several of them attempted to jump port toward it to catch up, but ultimately, the speed of the Silver Raven was just too much. The small Hashmedai ship outpaced its attackers for the time being.
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      Veromacon, Aervounis, Luminous system

      The far southern section of Veromacon’s central platform held a small well-heeled community of homes overlooking the great ocean. The walls of the homes were pearl white with gold fences separating each household. The roof tops were adorned with black and silver railings, while purple and pink trees high above rustled as the wind passed through. Every home had a large outdoor swimming pool typically located on its third or fourth floor with a patio on the outside of it. A kinetic barrier was above and shielded the patio in case of rainfall, though it was installed more so in case non-Aryile races should take up residence in these homes. The Aryile people didn’t mind getting soaked during a meal such as the one Ary Ienthei was picking away at.

      Ienthei sat with his twin sister Ary Queenea, their mother Ary Marrea and stepfather Ary Dienei at a gold and white table that reflected the white light from the morning sunshine back toward them. A large plate sat on the middle of the table, it was full of sweet fruits of varying  shapes, colors, and cuts; a traditional Aryile breakfast.

      “Stoarior blesses you, Ienthei,” Dienei said.

      “Stoarior blesses you too,” he said reluctantly.

      Both Ienthei and Queenea were young adults by Aryile standards. They both had medium olive skin tone, dark yellow scales on the sides of their arms and necks and vibrant blonde hair - Altered of course to the disappointment of their mother as their natural hair color was a dark chestnut brown. She spent a large sum of credits to have their genes manipulated the way they were, right down to their hair color.

      Dienei looked at Queenea as her amethyst eyes, another part of her mother’s genetic manipulation, gazed at her meal with contempt. “Queenea do eat up, you have a long day ahead of you,” she said to her.

      Silence was her reply, Ienthei didn’t blame her, they woke up early in hopes that Dienei would still be sleeping. “As you wish . . .” she said slowly.

      Dienei extended his tanned hand forward, and held onto a sphere-shaped fruit, one that Ienthei had never seen. It appeared to have a layer of skin around it that was orange in color as Dienei held it in the palms of his hands.

      “What is that?” Ienthei asked.

      “This?” Dienei began to rip away at the skin of the strange fruit. “It is a fruit from the human home world.”

      Ienthei leaned in closer to look at it, brushing his long hair way from the left side of his face. “It’s so . . . orange,” he said.

      “Ironically that’s exactly what the humans call it; an orange,” Dienei said. “You peel the skin off it and . . .” The skin of the fruit was peeled away and tossed on a small side plate. Dienei presented a slice of the juicy goodness that lay inside to the three to see. “Now, we consume what is inside.”

      Dienei handed pieces of the fruit to everyone, Ienthei and his mother Marrea accepted while his twin sister kept her arms crossed against the silver morning robe she wore like the others. Ienthei took a bite, crushing it with his flat teeth. Sour juices squirted into his mouth, forcing his face to slightly squirm and grimace as a result.

      “It’s, citrus . . .” Ienthei said, resisting the urge to spit out the alien fruit.

      “Indeed.”

      “It almost tastes like Rabuabin tea, I hate that drink.”

      He forced himself to swallow the rest as his mother leaned her sun kissed body against Dienei with a smile as he offered her more of the fruit.

      “This was part of the latest shipment of items recovered from an expedition on their world. It cost me thousands of credits,” Dienei said. “But worth it. It will be a glorious day when their species joins the union and regular shipment of fruits like this becomes common place.” Dienei spat out two white seeds onto his hands. “Save the pits, I want to try growing a tree that can produce it, if I can find Earth soil.”

      “Humans in the union?” Queenea said at last.

      “It will happen one day; this support withdrawal will force their hand. You’ve spent enough time in recent council meetings to know what’s going on.” Dienei said to Ienthei. “This reminds me, good luck with the nomination.”

      Ienthei started to display the same level of contempt his sister did. He had worked day and night for a chance to be nominated in the elections to become the next Aryile representative on the Radiance council, only for Dienei to reveal the next day that he wished to run as well, not caring that it was his stepson’s dream to be a council person.

      “Likewise . . .” were all the words Ienthei could muster as Dienei shared a passionate kiss with his mother, who seemed more supportive of Dienei’s campaign rather than Ienthei her son. Gods, please knock some sense into this woman’s head!

      “I need to get ready,” Queenea said, leaving the table. “Dear brother, can you fetch my data pad for me?”

      “Of course,” Ienthei said, then addressed his mother and stepfather. “I shall return.”

      The fourth floor of their home was a pad entirely dedicated for the use of Ienthei and Queenea. A staircase in the center made of crystal took him up to their floor. On the far end of the floor was a large bedroom the two shared; the opposite end was a balcony hanging over the swimming pool and patio below. Between that was the bathing and grooming area, a room where the walls and ceilings were one giant mirror. A shower in the center of them had water falling from the ceiling, like a tiny waterfall filling up a square shaped tub.

      Ienthei entered the bathing and grooming area with Queenea’s data pad in his hands. She was standing before the wall mirror, adjusting and brushing her hair backward, taking every step to ensure none of her large curly and wavy hair covered her face. Only Aryile men with long hair were allowed to have their hair do such a thing, like Ienthei his thin straight hair covered most of the left side of his face. The only time Aryile men kept their hair from covering their face was if they had a facial hair, Aryile women were practical in how they wanted men to look.

      “Here it is,” Ienthei said, handing her the pad.

      “Thank you.”

      “No thank you for getting me out of there . . .”

      “It’s wrong for him to be running against you in the nomination race you know,” she said, jerking her head toward a bottle on the counter top, scale dye.

      Aryile women typically temporarily dyed the color of their scales to match the color of makeup they choose to wear. In this case Queenea choose to go with a light pink look to her neck scales that glittered in the sunlight when the dye was applied. She lowered her robe, stopping before the curves on her chest as Ienthei applied the gel like substance along the side of her neck, and upper back.

      “Dienei’s actions are legal at the same time,” he said, removing his hands away from her, her scales started to change color and dazzle with tiny sparkles. “But it was said countless times, the council needs younger leadership, one with a different perspective and one that won’t have to be replaced every two decades because they are too old to help run the union.”

      “Remain strong in their eyes, you have to win, I can’t stand that man,” Queenea said to him. “I want him to suffer emotionally by not getting what he wants in life for once.”
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* * *

      Veromacon University, Aervounis, Luminous system

      Queenea rode a rapid transit train that connected the community she and her family lived in to one of the orbiting city platforms that made up the floating city of Veromacon. Veromacon University was perched high up top of an artificially created hill. Students at the University sat on the green freshly cut grass with data pads in their hands. Some were studying, others were sending messages to loved ones while waiting for class to start. It reminded Queenea of a time when she was once a first-year student studying here and her head being filled with knowledge from some of the greatest scholars in the union.

      Queenea walked through the hallways of the university as she walked past the main lobby that was decorated with small holograms of past students and scholars. She wore light blue pants and a sparkling aqua-colored top that hung off her body that reached down toward her shins. She smiled at some of the students as she walked past them, the university perfectly reflected Aervounis’ population make up of eighty-four percent Aryile, ten percent Javnis and five percent Linl, one percent Vorcambreum and Rabuabin. Vorcambreum and Rabuabin weren’t fond of the hot temperatures of the planet so few of them choose to live here. The Linl population was higher than the Vorcambreum and Rabuabin populations due to the fact that the Linl home world wasn’t far away and because many of the Linl here were direct descendants of Linl refugees that fled to Aervounis when the Hashmedai Empire invaded their space, centuries ago.

      An elevator took Queenea to the upper floors, the location of her class room an empty one where she studied quantum mechanics. Classes were all but complete for the students in her course, and all that remained was handing in their thesis, a long winded hundred- thirty-page report. Such a report determined if the scholars at the university allowed her to progress onward or finish her course at the level she was already, that being level four. The more years spent studying, the better career opportunities one would have available upon graduation. Only the scholars at the university determined if you can move forward, or that you’d done enough and aren’t worthy of higher paying jobs in the future.

      Very few students made it to level four in her area of study, even fewer went to level five and beyond, as those were tiers that propelled you into the life of a scientist and scholar. Everything below that? Assistants and lab workers, they were all mundane tasks for her. Her parents bought the best genes and enhancements for her, and she had every intention of making sure they got their moneys’ worth.

      And her thesis was going to be the item that would make that happen.

      Her studies of quantum mechanics led her to the theories of aether, its limitless power and the large number of scientific advancements it could bring to the union if only they could find a way to harvest it. Space travel saw a lot of people living on planets grow old and die before their loved ones returned. The Hashmedai could circumvent it via the space bridge, allowing their ships to cut back on interstellar travel time. However the technology behind the space bridge was not only unknown to Radiance but deemed to be evil and banned from ever being researched, not to mention the operation of a space bridge would require dozens of psionics to spend their lives there.

      But with aether? Her report stated that it was possible to enter a theoretical realm outside of normal time and space and gain access to exotic energy that could be used to power star ships, making them travel faster. Or perhaps coat the throat of a wormhole, allowing it to remain stable long enough for space travel. Stimulate genes within the body to manipulate the power of aging, the possibilities were endless.

      She held onto her data pad that contained her work and smiled as sunlight from the windows hit her face. She was seconds away from handing in the report. If only her father Jainuzei was alive today to see this moment. If only Dienei hadn’t killed him so he could marry her mother.

      Scholar Mil Coritea sat her computer workstation, her hands furiously typed in a long string of information, most likely grades for the other classes she taught in. Coritea’s four eyes turned away from the holographic screen that had her attention until Queenea entered the room to hand in her thesis.

      “Here it is,” Queenea said, offering her the data pad.

      “Alright, we’ll read it over when the time comes, hopefully soon.” Coritea quickly scanned the contents of her pad. “Aether?”

      “There’s a lot of information there I believe nobody else has considered regarding that.”

      “The last person to bring up the topic of aether was . . .” she paused to remember the name. “High Scholar Ure Telinei.”

      “Telinei’s early reports were a basis for this.”

      Coritea’s face cringed.
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* * *

      Radiance Council delegation chambers, Aervounis, Luminous system

      The Radiance council moved onto their next project for the day, interviewing Aryile candidates who wished to be nominated for the election to replace Gonvilei and his aged body. Ienthei was the last one to be interviewed; he sat before the five wearing a grey and white suit. The scales on his neck glistened from the layer of oil he had rubbed in just before coming up.

      “The potential successors we saw are a fine pick,” Gonvilei said.

      “He’s young, something we need,” Byikanea said. “It’s hard to govern the union when a new seat on the council has to be filled every ten to fifty years or so, everyone has different ideas, experiences, and wants for the union.”

      “Case in point, Gonvilei has been the Aryile representative for the last one hundred years, he was very young when he was elected,” Marchei said. “And his choices remained consistent during that time.”

      “I understand,” Ienthei said.

      “I for one have high hopes for you to be nominated and elected,” Gonvilei said. “I want nothing more than to see another hundred years of consistency for the Aryile voice within the union.”

      “Any other questions?” Iey’liwea asked. There was no reply from anyone. “Excellent, then this meeting is officially concluded.”

      “Just in time too . . .” Armuzei said as he and the rest rose from their chairs, many of them stretching their arms outward.

      “Big plans?” Ienthei asked Armuzei.

      “A gathering of sorts,” he said. “Feel free to join us, if elected you will be expected to attend such gatherings and fund raisers.”

      “I’d be honored.”
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* * *

      Veromacon, Aervounis, Luminous system

      Night quickly fell upon the city. It didn’t take long as a day on Aervounis lasted nineteen hours. One of the many rise structures in the central most section of the city was buzzing as its penthouse suite had a high-class party in progress. The party was being hosted by Blue Star expansions, a colonization and deep space city building company who had their eyes on a newly terraformed world called Eiri also located in the Luminous system.

      When it was first discovered, it was nothing more than a harsh desert world with a dense carbon dioxide atmosphere. That was several thousand years ago, today that world had evolved into a garden world rich in both animal and plant life, perfect gravity just five percent lower than that of Aervounis, breathable air and land to build vast metropolis cities. There was just one problem. The council was against expanding into that world in such a manner.

      It was the first planet the Aryile stepped foot on in the aftermath of nearly dying off due to the conditions of Aervounis at the time. Arrival at Eiri at the time was a sign of hope that the Aryile race can continue to live on provided they can expand on other planets and ensure that they don’t negatively affect the impact of those worlds with their presence. Domed farms were built on Eiri, the crops grown there were shipped back to Aervounis to feed its population, then later future colonies and space stations that sprung up in the system in the centuries later.

      Eiri may be terraformed now and the union now expanded across hundreds of light years, but it was still considered by many to be a sacred world. The first terraformed planet and the planet that held the union together during its infancy.

      Ienthei along with the four out of the five council members mingled about with the many party goers at the event, Gonvilei retired for the night, the meeting earlier drained what little energy he had left. The vast majority of the party goers were Aryile, though he could see a few Linl in the mix. Everyone had an expensive outfit on, thus making Ienthei feel out of place with his simple grey and white suit, even the council members made a brief detour toward their homes before coming here, dressed to impress.

      Iey’liwea wore a long orange dress that went down to her feet. Her black hair was tied back into a bun which was held in place by four large hairpins that glowed and shifted in a variety of colors. She continued to wear her visor as it populated her eye-line with news. From time to time, she stopped and spoke with her psionic personal assistant, relaying a message to them that was to be projected telepathically across the galaxy, probably an opportunity for her to cash in on an investment.

      Armuzei’s suit looked like it was made of gold as it shone its brilliance around the people that spoke with him. He disappeared from sight as Dienei, who was also invited, whispered something into his ears. Marchei was hard to spot given the size of his short body, his psionic assistant spent a lot of the night moving glasses of wine telekinetically into Marchei’s hands as he was too short to get them himself.

      Byikanea was, by far, one of the most stunning women there. A long snow-white dress, mesh sleeveless top and white lace gloves that wrapped around her wine glass. She let her hair down for the event, occasionally flicking it backward in some dramatic way when men approached her which Ienthei found odd, Byikanea was a married woman.

      A three-dimensional hologram of Eiri was projected at the end of the party room, it changed every so often to a projection of how it looked in the present day, a green world with blue oceans, into what the company planned to make it. A planet full of cities, happy Radiance families, fleets of ships in orbit, and a long line of transport ships shipping out valuable minerals and goods off the planet toward the rest of the union.

      “What is this?” Ienthei said to himself, staring at the hologram as he swirled his glass of wine.

      “It’s Eiri just with a new look,” Marchei said. “Lush vegetation, water, and comfortable temperatures all our species can enjoy.” Ienthei had not noticed the Vorcambreum rep standing next to him, Marchei’s head came up to his waist. “And so rich in life both naturally evolved and life we transplanted there, all working together as if they belonged there. We should study it and leave it be rather than drop skyscrapers all over.”

      “What does the council plan if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “Many of us want to push forward with our original plan and policies when it comes to planets like this,” Marchei said. “Study the world and leave it alone, perhaps a small city for explorers and scientist to live in, but nothing more. But . . . space expansion companies like this would rather fill the planet up with our people which would result in their credit chits capping out. So they throw parties like this to sway our votes in another direction.”

      “So you’re just here for the free food and wine?”

      “You catch on fast,” Marchei said, patting the side of Ienthei’s arm as he couldn’t reach his shoulders. “You’ll make a fine council representative of your species.”

      As the event went on Ienthei couldn’t help but notice that now Byikanea was nowhere to be seen. A pity, he thought as it was not every day he got to see Linl women in person, especially ones as stunning as she was. He moved back to the bar to get another drink and was stopped as a soft finger poked him from behind. Turning around he saw another stunning sight, a young Aryile woman in possession of features he found to be rare, and she waved at him in a flirty manner.

      Her skin was fair, a feature uncommon against Aryile due to the large amount of sunlight the planet gets. Even then, those with fair skin tend to be tanned living on this side of the planet; her hair was blonde much like his, though unlike his, hers was clearly natural. Her scales had a blue glitter to them and rarest of all, she was shorter than him. Most women were just as tall as or taller than him, the downside to being a twin with modified genes. Ienthei’s mother wanted Queenea to be no higher than five feet four, and wanted her to have a twin brother who was of the same height.

      “Uh, hi,” he said, doing everything in his power to conceal the anxiety forming in his gut.

      “You’re one of the candidates, right?”

      “Uh, yeah, Ienthei.”

      “Loryea,” she said, raising her hand upward to perform the traditional Radiance greeting. “Your acquaintance is recognized.”

      “Yeah, uh,” he did the same, only his hand was shaking, “acquaintance is recognized.”

      There followed an awkward silence, he could tell she was waiting for him to say something more. Something slick, something that would attract her to the way he thought. That’s what all women expect right? The man to move in without fear to create attraction. There was only one problem, no two, his anxiety was growing stronger, and he no idea what was expected of him at this point.

      “So . . .” she said, breaking the silence. “What made you at such a young age at, want to get into politics?”

      “Well, ugh.” Stay on track, tonight might be the night I can proceed further with a woman! “Well I just wanted to do my part in helping the union; my father was a ranger, spent most of his life fighting the Hashmedai until he died.”

      He opened his mouth to say more, but no sounds came out. Realizing his mistake, he shut it quickly and produced a fake smile.

      “Come sit with me,” she said, motioning toward an empty sofa in the corner.

      Panic, nothing but uncontrollable panic paralyzed his body. He never sat with a woman, what was he to do? What was he to say? How was he supposed to act? Body language, tone of voice, conversation topics. It was too much for him, too many unknowns, and far too many chances for the whole thing to end with embarrassment beyond belief, especially in front of all these party goers.

      “I really should get going,” he said, walking away. “Nice talking with you, maybe I’ll see you again later, or something.”

      Back off, come up with a plan that wouldn’t fail, then resume where they left off. Yes that was going to be his plan, he was convinced she wouldn’t mind the delay, no matter how long it took, after all she approached him, and therefore she found him sexually interesting. Oh gods . . . he thought. She found me sexually interesting . . . that means the idea her bedding me crossed her mind . . . oh gods, gods please help me!
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* * *

      Dienei stood on a balcony overlooking the Veromacon night time skyline and its bright lights. High winds blew through his brown hair, then later the hair of Byikanea as she stood behind gazing at a data pad with Armuzei looking onward at it.

      “I told you it was amazing,” Dienei said. “The gravity is only five percent less than here as well, it’s fantastic.”

      “It’s tempting, it really is,” she said.

      Dienei turned away from the view of the city, and pointed toward a satellite picture of a large island on Eiri, being displayed on her data pad. “This island here? The company plans to give me the whole thing if the council changes their stance. I can get you two similar deals as well if you make it happen.”

      “So if I were to demand, say . . .” Byikanea’s finger slid across the touch screen, zooming into a lush green clearing on the world in question, “. . . this valley here?”

      “All yours, no questions asked, they’ll even build what you want there.”

      “I don’t know, “Armuzei said. “I have a lot of good things here as is.”

      “It’s about the future,” Byikanea said. “We live here on Aervounis with its overpopulated cities. But what about when we retire? Do you really want to live on such a cramped world? We gave up our homes to live here and would have to find a new one when we leave the council.”

      “And most importantly,” Dienei said. “The humans, should they change their mind will need a new world as the population caps on most of our inner world colonies will reach their limits within a few centuries.”

      “And I for one would rather we not share too many worlds with humans,” Armuzei said with a grumble.

      “Exactly, if they join, we keep them in their system, Lejorania and Eiri for a few generations, breed out the chaotic nature of their kind.” Dienei faced the two council members. “So we got a deal?”

      “The other three will push to keep this planet free of cities.”

      “Then delay it, until after the elections,” Dienei said. “Gonvilei is stepping down; whoever replaces him might have a different plan in mind for Eiri.”
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      Silver Raven, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      The arcology that housed Courelia city appeared in the distance as the Silver Raven got closer. The glow from the Silver Raven’s engines dimmed slightly, reducing its speed as it began to circle around the massive structure being buried by the relentless blizzard. Eupiar typed a series of commands across her holo keyboard, while data from the arcology transmitted to her laptop.

      “According to the knowledge network, the whole place is locked down,” she said. “No one gets in or out due to the outbreak.”

      “Outbreak?” Jazz asked.

      A video playback of a security camera appeared in a holo window, she pushed the screen toward Jazz, Destiny, Chloe, and Vaishea to watch. In the projection he saw the wraith become a dangerous threat to the people within the streets of the city. There was nothing but chaos. Radiance races got jumped and mauled to death, only to mutate and rise, joining the ranks of the wraith. The wraith with cybernetics utilized powers that were all too familiar to Jazz and Chloe. Psionically powered beams that vaporized fleeing civilians, sliced skyscrapers in half with one swoop and picked off fleeing transports.

      There was one piece of footage that showed some promise. The slums district which became a safe haven for those that managed to flee from the insanity, while armed Radiance races stood on guard with their rifles aimed toward the elevators that connected the slums to the rest of the city.

      Jazz’s face cringed. “Fuck.”

      “The wraith,” Vaishea said.

      “You know what’s up?” Destiny asked them.

      “Vaishea and I came across a lab run by the Celestial Order,” he said. “They stored up refugees that fled Earth during the invasion to do some kinda of whack ass tests on them.” He pointed to the projection of a wraith as the video play back repeated its gritty footage. “The result was those fuckers.”

      Chloe leaned in closer to look at the wraith and its destructive force, namely the augmented ones.

      “Look familiar?” Jazz asked her.

      “Yeah . . .” she said and winced. “That Hashmedai commander on the command ship.”

      “Bingo,” Jazz said. “That gem he had turned him into one of those things, and now the order must have figured out a way to mimic it and turn other people into them.”

      “So the humans you mentioned?”

      “They were next up to be tested on,” Jazz said. “But we got them out; I just don’t know if they made it to safety. The Whisper and exiles we found would know.”

      “I’m still a little curious as to why the two of you look the same?” Destiny asked both Vaishea and Chloe.

      “Yea, what’s up with that?” Eupiar was curious as well.

      “I don’t want to talk about it right now . . .” Chloe said. “At least until we find the Whisper, they hold the real answers.”

      The Silver Raven’s proximity warming alarm sounded. Jazz turned around and saw multiple small red dots populate its sensor scan screen.

      “Psionic teleportation . . .” Veloshira said to him. “They found us.”

      Jazz relayed Veloshira’s announcement to the rest of the English-speaking group. “We need to get inside now!” Chloe said, once again barking orders like she owned the place.

      “Eupiar, any ideas?” Jazz asked her.

      “I should still have access to the city’s network,” Eupiar said, while keeping her eyes on the three holo windows in front of her. “If we can get closer my laptop can get a stable link.”

      “There, that looks like an opening,” Jazz said, pointing to what appeared to be a small doorway on the side of the arcology.

      “Let’s do it,” Chloe said as she gazed at Jazz’s discovery.

      Eupiar switched the view of one of her holo screens to a zoomed in view of the doorway Jazz saw. More data populated the screen as she used her laptop to learn more about the doorway. “Looks like an airlock,” she said. “It’s locked down like the rest of the place, but I should be able to override it.”

      “Have Vel get us close to drop us off.”

      Jazz nodded to Chloe and Vaishea then retreated back down to the cargo hold of the ship. He saw his assassin attire and plasma katana resting on the floor in the lounge as they passed through it. It was tempting to get back in it since it would provide better protection than the environment suits he and Vaishea wore. But time was of the essence. Slipping out of the environment suit and into his trench coat armor would take too much time, time they couldn’t afford to waste as the psionics outside began their attacks against the Silver Raven once again. Besides he was still going to need the suit outside Silver Raven and they weren’t going have enough time to latch into the airlock. They were going to have to leap out of the entrance to gain access to the airlock.

      The cargo bay doors lowered while all three stood shoulder to shoulder; suited up once again to enter the hostile and cold environment and armed with their looted Radiance magnetic rifles. The Silver Raven hovered two meters away from a small platform that was located outside of the airlock on the upper section of the arcology. Jazz moved forward first, looking down he saw just how massive of a drop there was should they fail to make the jump. Simply put, he couldn’t see the surface below them, just snow slowly falling into a dark void.

      Jazz leaped across first, the low gravity of the planet helped him glide across much like he leaped from rooftop to rooftop during his violent encounter with the order not long ago. His feet touched down on the raised platform, the impact sending small plumes of snow upward. He saw Destiny wave toward him from the forward windshield of the Silver Raven.

      Chloe leaped across second, her impact was slightly harder due to the combat armor she wore. Vaishea was up next and Jazz could tell she was a little hesitant at first as she looked down at the wide gap like he did while she came toward it. Jazz moved forward with his arms opened, making an ‘I’ll catch you’ gesture. She smiled, then leaped across, landing in his arms.

      A thumbs up aimed up toward the Silver Raven and its cargo bay doors shut as it returned to the skies where an angry swarm of psionics were in the process of flying down toward it. Jazz hoped that the Silver Raven was deemed a bigger threat to them, all it would take at this point was one telekinetic push, and all three of them would be finished.

      “Eupiar,” Jazz said to her as he stood in front of the sealed shut airlock door.

      “I’m in, give me a sec,” she said.

      He locked back and saw the shields of the Silver Raven flicker as psionic plasma hit it from all sides. He didn’t see any signs of the psionics coming toward them, then again with all the snow and darkness, one could be lurking around the corner. The door needed to open yesterday. Three smaller plasma balls hit the platform, missing his feet by inches. It triggered all three of them to raise their rifles in preparation for what might come next. A firefight on a small rail less platform.

      Come on, come on come on!

      He heard the sound of gears moving and the hissing noise of sliding doors starting to open. The next sounds that followed were plasma balls hitting the walls next to them, melting the surface of it instantly. Finally, the airlock doors opened, and without a second thought, the three back pedaled inside as the doors slid shut.

      The three exited the airlock and progressed through a narrow corridor, its lights were off and walls painted with blood and burn marks. Below them were the bodies of fleeing people who didn’t convert to wraith. Their bodies were extremely mangled, some were missing body parts, and others showed signs of being partly vaporized. It was clear to Jazz at that point the wraith only possesses those whose bodies were still intact, or so he hoped. If he was wrong, the three of them were going to have a serious challenge on their hands.

      The corridor trek ended and the streets of Courelia city appeared. It was a lot different from how Jazz had remembered. The artificial sunlight and holographic skies above flicked on and off, fires raged in the downtown core with no signs of any effort to deal with it. More bodies littered the streets as they walked through a razed neighborhood, like the ones in the corridor earlier; their corpses were sliced in half at the waist. The rampaging wraith showed no mercy to anyone, even children and the elderly were torn into chunky meaty pieces.

      Shrieks of the wraith echoed in the background, a reminder to the three that they were prone to an attack at any moment. Their hands firmly held on to their rifles as they kept them aimed forward. Holographic signs, the ones that still worked, displayed emergency alert messages in the Radiance language. They double-checked a directory listing sometime later, verifying that they were indeed heading toward an entrance that would lead them toward the slums district.

      The Radiance Temple Jazz first encountered came into view a few minutes later, it was a sign they were getting close. As he recalled, he and Destiny only traveled a few blocks after their escape before he fell down and was recovered by Vaishea.

      “Jesus . . . this is fuckin’ nuts,” Jazz said, finally breaking the sixteen-minute silence.

      “This was once a fantastic achievement of Radiance colonization . . .” Vaishea said eying the damage done to the temple; its ceiling had collapsed.

      Vaishea ended up leading them the remainder of the way to their destination; she was of course the only one of the three that was familiar with the streets here in this particular section. The ally where Jazz and Vaishea fell down to came into view sometime later.

      Jazz looked up at the balcony where Jainuzei had tossed them off, flames roared out from that suite. “Vaishea, remember that time you tried to kill me?” Jazz said to her half joking.

      “Who isn’t trying to kill you?” Chloe asked.

      “Shi’ . . . now that you mention it,” he said, while thinking about what she said. “I think both of ya’ll tried to pop me.”

      “Here,” Vaishea said, pointing toward the elevator at the end of the alley. They ran toward it, while conducting a brief check of the area around it. No wraiths sighted. Vaishea interacted with the elevators control terminal. “This is it.”

      Its doors swung open, damaged cabling hung down from the elevator’s ceiling while its lights struggled to stay on. They entered and as its doors slid shut, they noticed bloody hand prints on its surface. Jazz winced as it the elevator descended toward the slums district slower than it should, there were clear signs it was badly damaged judging but the uneasy noises it made.

      A computer voice said something but it was garbled, neither Chloe nor Vaishea understood what it was trying to say. Another item to add to Jazz’s growing list of concerns.

      “This is, reassuring,” Chloe said.

      “It’s like a fucking horror movie,” Jazz said.

      She laughed at him then asked. “Scared are we, Johnson?”

      Jazz said nothing in reply. The truth was, he wasn’t scared. He was petrified. Not just at what he’d seen since entering the city, but at the fact that this was power the Celestial Order had access to, and clearly had plans to unleash it against their enemies. With power like this, the empire, union, Earth . . . the whole goddamn galaxy could crumble inside a few years. If the order wasn’t careful they too could suffer and die at the hands of these things. Hell, that could very well be happening.

      The elevator arrived at last. Its doors opened and give them access to the darkened slums area. “After you,” Chloe said to Jazz, gesturing him to step through first.

      “Fuck that! I saw the second Alien movie; black guy dies first.” He grinned directly at Chloe and added. “After you, Ripley.”

      They exited the elevator, stepping foot into a new eerie setting, one with fewer butchered bodies. Chloe led the way through rundown buildings and cancelled city expansion projects. After a few minutes they encountered a blockade of Radiance exiles that had not been turned into the wraith. Like in the video playback Eupiar showed them, many of them held weapons, weapons locked onto the three as they got close.

      One of them shouted words to them in the Radiance language, Chloe said, then later Vaishea. An exchange between them went on back and forth; neither of them lowered their rifles.

      “What do they want?” Jazz asked Chloe.

      “The usual,” she said. “He wants to know who we are and where we came from.”

      Vaishea stepped forward to add to the conversation, Chloe pushed her back, and muttered a few words that sounded pretty negative toward Vaishea. Vaishea wasn’t done however, shoving Chloe back she presented the data she had acquired from the now dead Whisper sleeper agent they found in the snow. After more chatter, the Radiance exiles waved them in.

      “I have a feeling I’m not going to like this Heurol person,” Chloe said to Jazz.

      The three arrived at the club that posed as a safe house for the Whisper. During their journey there, they saw an uncountable number of displaced people. Some of them were clearly from up above as they were better dressed, while others were clearly from the slums. Radiance and Radiance exiles helping each other, it was an interesting sight, too bad it took a disaster like this to get the two groups to come together.

      Inside the once loud and booming club were the humans rescued from the labs. Many of them rested on the floors, wrapped up in dirty blankets kindly provided to them by the Whisper. They all looked terrified, Jazz was surprised that none of them of them had straight up lost it. From their point of view they fled an Earth being invaded by the Hashmedai Empire, only to awake in some strange lab then to be taken here. Worst part of it all? A handful of the people with them became wraiths thanks to the orders experiments, wraith that they were seeking refuge from.

      “They made it. Good,” Jazz said as the three walked past.

      “You weren’t kidding . . .” Chloe said. “These folks look like they came right out of 2018.”

      “Just wished we got there sooner. Sadly this ain’t everyone, order got to a bunch before we got there.”

      They arrived at last inside the Whisper compound underneath the club. Heurol turned around to face them as they stepped off the elevator and removed their helmets in the process.

      “You humans and your entrances . . .” Heurol said to them.

      “I’m not human,” Chloe said. “At least not according to this.” She pulled out a data crystal from a side storage compartment of her armor, tossing it toward Heurol.

      Jazz pondered what she meant by that statement, while Heurol examined both Chloe and Vaishea’s appearance. “Oh wait . . .” Heurol said as his grip around the data crystal tightened.

      “Blood work was done to me,” Chloe said to him. “It turns out I have nano machines in my blood, masking the fact I’m Linl.”

      “Typical set up for sleeper Whisper agents,” Heurol said.

      “A man named Fiesei insisted I was a sleeper agent, and that I was also his wife Vaish. I’m starting to believe it true as part of her memories got transferred to my brain.”

      “Hold up,” Jazz said. “Then—”

      She raised her finger and cocked it toward Vaishea. “This is the real Major Chloe Vaughan if I’m correct . . .”

      Vaishea took several steps backward; her hands covered her face, in a futile attempt at holding back the emotion inside her. “I assure you I am who I am,” she said.

      “Yeah, yeah, we’ve been through that already, dear,” Heurol said to her unsympathetically.

      “I want you to confirm if what I was told is true . . .” Chloe said. “This discovery did come from someone who turned out to be working for the order.”

      “Fair enough, it could be a trick,” Heurol said. “But if it isn’t.”

      “Then I want my body back. I want my memories, my experiences, and my personality back where it belongs.”

      “Come with me, we’ll see what we can do,” Heurol said, motioning them to enter an adjacent room, across the computers and busy Whisper techs trying to sift through the steady follow of intelligence at their workstations.

      Chloe followed behind Heurol, Vaishea however moved closer to Jazz. He sensed almost as if she wanted him to protect her, or reveal some information that would say this was all a misunderstanding. After all Jazz knew Chloe better than everyone else currently in the room.

      “You too,” Chloe said to Vaishea, noticing she wasn’t following behind.

      “I’d . . . rather not if it’s okay with you.”

      “No, it’s not okay with me!”

      “Vaishea . . .” Jazz said to her, and then faced Heurol to ask. “It’s just a scan, right?”

      “Need to analyze everything,” Heurol said. “Vaishea had blockers in her system, as did she. If they were injected at the same time, then it’s possible the nano machines came from the same batch. If that’s the case, since hers have been deactivated, we can gain access to the central database inside them, learn their security code, then use it to disable Vaishea’s. The truth about who is who will be discovered.”

      Jazz and Vaishea looked at each other. The look on her face, it made him frown, she really didn’t want to go through with this. But what else could they do? Make a run for it? They wouldn’t get far with the armed personnel in the area. And what if Chloe was right? They would just be making an already complicated situation worse for her. He reassured her it was going to be alright and the two moved forward and joined Chloe and Heurol inside a room with several operating tables along the walls. Each one had a disk-shaped device above the tables with robotic arms attached to it. On the opposite end of the tables was a single computer station, where Heurol and two other Whisper workers stood.

      Both Chloe and Vaishea were instructed to lie down on the beds. The apparatus above them lowered and scanned their bodies up and down with a faint yellow light. Its findings were transmitted to the computer slowly, while Heurol reviewed the contents of the data crystal Chloe gave him. Jazz stood with his arms crossed, he never took his eyes off Vaishea who periodically looked at him. She was waiting for him to make a move that was going to result in their escape he figured.

      No such move came, and it pissed Jazz of with each passing second.

      Minutes passed and the scanning of their bodies came to an end, while the final data transferred to Heurol’s computer. He and the two Whisper workers said to each other back and forth in their language as they rapidly worked on the computer.

      Heurol’s glare turned away from the screen to address an increasingly impatient Jazz. “There are traces of another memory inside Chloe’s brain, possibly Vaish’s memories.” He then faced Chloe who sat up from the bed. “Furthermore, your Linl DNA matches that of Vaish in our database; this is indeed the body of her.” Cold sweating started. If Jazz was experiencing it, everyone else in the room must be as well. “Good news is I can copy all of Chloe’s memories into another body while wiping them away from Vaish’s body. Whatever memories were uploaded into Vaish’s head will come to the surface, thus allowing the real Vaish to take control of her body once again.”

      A solution, one that would have a consequence that Jazz felt nobody else other than him and Vaishea cared about. “What about her?” he said pointing to Vaishea.

      “She’s human,” Heurol said.

      Jazz saw Vaishea’s head push back and hit the bed as her hands began to tremble. Vaishea, who was he kidding, she was the real Chloe, but at the same time was not. It was all confusing to him. Fuck it, he thought. She’s Vaishea until she stops responding to that name.

      “She has to be the real Chloe then, the real me,” Chloe said. “Get my mind back inside her please!”

      “Shouldn’t be an issue expect for Vaish . . .” Heurol said. “Remember the memory crystal Fiesei implanted in you didn’t finish transferring, not all of her memories will be there, and you’ll need to recover it to fully restore Vaish.”

      “I don’t give a fuck about Vaish right now,” Chloe said . . . Or was it Vaish?

      Fucking hell she’s Chloe until things change!

      “I just want my body back,” Chloe said.

      “Very well, lay down and I’ll start the transfer,” Heurol said.

      Instantly Vaishea cried out, panicking, yelling in the Radiance language. She quickly rose from the operating table only for two Whisper workers to run over to her left and right sides and restrain her body in an aggressive manner.

      That pissed Jazz off. He ended his idle stance and raced over ready for a fight. “Yo’ stop this shit!”

      Confused Heurol asked him. “What? If she moves around too much it will interfere with the transfer!”

      “What’s going to happen to her when the transfer goes through?”

      “Vaishea isn’t a real person she’s a fake persona that was needed to blend in. Her memories, personality, experiences were all created on a computer,” Heurol said.

      “That’s not true!” Vaishea yelled as she struggled to raise her arm out toward Jazz.

      “They’ll be erased, if that answers your question,” Heurol said.

      “Good, I don’t need multiple personalities,” Chloe said, resting back down on her bed.

      Tears were streaming down Vaishea’s face while she continued to cry for mercy in her native tongue. They were basically asking her to die right then and there for the sake of Chloe. Vaishea’s persona had no place to go it was going to be over written by Chloe memories as they transferred back. The body that Chloe currently possessed after all was that of Vaish, not Vaishea, a totally different persona, memories experiences and personally.

      “Fuck that,” Jazz said. “Vaishea seems like a legit person to me.”

      “Keeping both memories in one body isn’t recommended,” Heurol said. “It will cause a lot of confusing moments as one won’t be able to tell the difference from the real memories and the fake ones, I’m pretty sure the Major can testify to that. Only highly trained agents can keep both, which sadly the Major, the real one that is, isn’t. Let’s not forget human memory transfers like this were never tested on your kind, there’s no way to know what the long-term side effects would be if we left both memories active.”

      “I don’t know why we’re auguring this,” Chloe said to Jazz. “Johnson, this is my body! Someone, against my will, transferred my brain into someone else that happened to look like me. I’m not a Linl, I’m a fucking human, I was born that way, and I will die that way.”

      “And Vaishea will basically die when you wipe out her thoughts,” he said.

      “If she’s so important to you, I can transfer them to crystal,” Heurol said to him.

      “Then what?”

      “Nothing really, it will just be recorded brain data eternally saved into a storage device.”

      “No thinking, no talking . . .” Jazz muttered as Vaishea became limp, sedated by the two Whisper members. “She’ll still be gone.”

      “But not forgotten,” Heurol said.
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      Imperial Palace, Paryo, Uemaesce system

      Princess Kroshka stood in front of a wide mirror in her chambers, her red eyes gleaming at the complicated and exquisite dress she was expected to wear during the bonding ceremony. It was a black and red gown that covered her whole body from her shoulders to feet. It was completely transparent on the sleeves and midriff highlighting the outline of her young slender body. The matching bracelets and hair accessories were white and were designed to look like frost, mimicking the great permafrost that covered most of Paryo.

      Several servant tailors used their handheld weaving tools to make the final adjustments to the outfit. They lowered their devices and stepped away, signaling the completion of their task, and souring Kroshka’s mood. She had hoped they would have taken much longer to make the outfit for her, as it would only delay the bonding.

      “What do you think?” one of the servants asked her.

      “I am impressed how quickly you managed to make this, you have done a great job,” she said. It was a lie of course what she truly wanted to say was the opposite.

      “So you approve?”

      She nodded in response, but only to keep them happy, they would face execution from the empress had they produced a product either one of them were not satisfied with. “You may leave.” She instructed them as she turned her face away from the mirror at last.

      “Thank you, your majesty, we shall speak with your mother and let her know you enjoy this.”

      The servants left her chambers, smiles on the faces, some of them sighing in relief knowing they would not be punished for failure. One servant remained however, an old man with yellow eyes and aged pale skin. Moalin as she recalled his name was.

      “You forget something?” Kroshka asked him.

      He placed his hands behind his back, stood straight to the best of his ability, and said, “May I speak freely?”

      “You may,” she said as she entered her sleeping area to perform the overly complex task of removing the dress and the three pieces that made it whole.

      “Not long ago you disapproved of your mother’s wish to continue to fight with the humans and this bonding between you and Eeladen,” Moalin said. “Now you seem content with it, are you truly happy? Or are you just creating a sense of false happiness.”

      “Everything about this false,” she said as her naked body slid out of the three sections of the dress. “Bondings should be between two mates whom enjoy each other.”

      “Forced bondings happen periodically within the imperial family.”

      “And how many of those people were happy with their partners? Part of my family’s history is forged together with mates that in reality did not wish to be with each other. The idea that our family is perfection in the eyes of the Hashmedai people is fake. We are not perfect; this conflict between me and my mother is proof of that.”

      She placed the dress on a mannequin in the far corner of her room, then stood in front of the window and allowed the crimson sunlight to shine upon her body. Below the sun and her room high up in the tower was a thick layer clouds that blanked the imperial capital.

      “And soon you will have his offspring, and play a role in that,” Moalin said.

      She looked up in the reflection of her window; he remained standing outside of her sleeping space. Most male servants were always tempted to take a quick peek inside while she changed but loyal ones however stood outside and kept their minds off her body. “I’m not done fighting yet,” she said, reaching over to a robe and exiting.

      “Neither am I. I will support you anyway I can.”

      She waited until she was in front of him to place the robe on her exposed body. His eyes remained forward, never moving, his resolve and loyalty, was impressive. She walked around him, sensing no form of excitement, no arousal, no sweating.

      “Thank you . . .” she whispered to him as she sat on a large couch outside of her solarium.

      Moalin was dismissed shortly afterward as she held onto her opened robe, and went to tie it up. Eeladen stood in front of the door leading to her chambers, as Moalin left Eeladen came in. Kroshka groaned internally at the unexpected exchange Eeladen saw as he came in. She was partly naked with her opened robe, sitting comfortably on the couch; Eeladen was going to get the wrong idea.

      “You and him . . . alone?” Eeladen asked her.

      “It is not like that,” she said, tying up the robe. “I doubt a man his age can get hard anyways.”

      He grinned at her as he stepped closer. She got up from her rest and kept her face away from him for she knew Eeladen was getting hard staring at her. “You’ll be surprised what technology can do,” he said. “On that note.”

      She felt his hands brush through her hair platinum hair, down toward the top of her robe, his fingers quickly trying to pull it off her body. Her telekinetic powers said otherwise, pushing his hand away with her mind.

      “Get out,” she said.

      “You copulate with him but not your mate?”

      “We are not mates,” she said, tilting her head upward to face him. “Now get out, I have work to do alone.”

      “What kind of work?”

      “Remember when we used to be a team? One that was going to bring down the Celestial Order living amongst our people?”

      “How’s that working out?”

      “Not very well.”

      “Didn’t think so, such a task requires more than a princess, her guardian and a mentally unstable Archmage, who I might remind you, is now on the frontlines fighting the humans.” She ignored him, focusing her attention toward her pendant with the red shimmering gem that she left on the solarium chair. “The order is powerful and its influence is much larger than you think, you’ll need an army to destroy them.”

      She walked into the solarium, he followed behind, still being the persistent annoyance he had become since mother forced this union between the two of them.

      “So you gave up?” she asked as her hands reached down to pick up the pendant.

      “I’m saving your life as well as mine,” he said. “This is not our fight, let your mother deal with them, it is her duty.”

      She debated how to reply to what he said, and if she should bother to start with. The war twenty-two years ago was the order manipulating her mother to attack Earth by sending assassins to kill her brother and attempt to kill her in the process, making it look like humans were responsible. Her mother couldn’t do anything to stop the Celestial Order when she was being tricked by them and refused to listen to anyone except the order and their lies.

      “As I said,” she said, looking away from the gem pendant. “I have much work to do, please leave unless you are going to assist.”

      “Remember that old underground temple we found?”

      “Yes.”

      “Come with me to it, we can spy on them as they still believe we are open to their ideas.”

      “That was supposed to be your task until you stopped helping.”

      Eeladen said nothing more, just simply smiled then backed away and exited her chamber. Relieved that he left, she locked the doors to her chamber then drew a bath in her bathing area. She stripped off the robe, and submerged her body into the icy cold waters, while draping her pendant around her neck. Her head rested backward to relax and drift amongst the waves drenching her pale skin. Her mind established a link with her gem and her thoughts drifted away from the ice-cold waters into a state of astral projection and entered the realm of aether space, her only means of escape from a reality and the life she didn’t want to live in.
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* * *

      Aether space, Lower realm

      Kroshka’s mental essence entered the lower realm of aether space. Ironically, she was wearing the bonding dress she loathed so much as she appeared. She figured it was because it was the only bit of attire that was on her mind lately.

      She stood on a beach with cerulean light shining down across its soft sands from the nebula hanging high above it. In front of the nebula were floating asteroids, hundreds of them as if they were clouds in the night sky. Water that reflected the light from the nebula above brushed up against the beach as Kroshka walked through it with fascination. She made multiple visits to aether apace, but this place in particular was different, certainly a spot she had never been to, and a spot, further away from the other regions she explored.

      She sensed that she might be near the theoretical limits of this mysterious plane of existence, held together by a means she couldn’t figure out as the laws of physics did not apply here, not the ones you would expect in normal space and time at least. Aether space followed its own laws, laws that played outside of the timeline of the normal realm. There were several instances where Kroshka seemingly spent hours, if not days in aether space, running away from everything in the normal realm, away from the endless wars, negativity, and feelings of being trapped within the palace walls. But yet every time the link keeping her tethered here was broken, she found herself returning back to normal space with only seconds passing, sometimes a few minutes, but no more than that.

      Then there’s the Lyonria. The long thought extinct species were residing here in certain areas. She could never get a clear answer as to how they got there. The few she made contact with were born here and this existence was all they knew. Normal space to them is what aether space was to her, a strange existence where the laws of physics operate differently. Either the Lyonria got stuck there trying to explore and understand it or travelled there of their free will to make it their new home.

      “You’ve been coming here a lot lately,” a voice in the Hashmedai language said.

      Kroshka spun around in the sands below her, laying her eyes on the person that called out to her. “Iolysta . . . What do you want?”

      Iolysta Frosttouch, mother of Phylarlie and Noylarlie. A lot of Kroshka’s childhood memories consisted of Iolysta when she used to act as a personal bodyguard to her father and late emperor of the empire, before she was discovered to be a traitor, deserter and withheld the knowledge that her daughters were psionics from the empire.

      “I wanted to know if you would like to chat,” Iolysta said, walking toward her on the beach.

      “You support the order.”

      “And you want to bring it down, we share the same goals.”

      “Forgive me, but I do not believe you.”

      Iolysta sat on the beach, her head tilted upward to the spectacular gasses that made up the nebula above them. Her hand patted on the sand next to her, signaling for Kroshka to sit next to her. Kroshka grimaced at first, then accepted her offer. If Iolysta had planned to betray the order; it might be in her best interest to at the very least hear her out.

      “You’ve traveled here enough to put the truth together,” Iolysta said. “There are gods and goddesses.”

      “They are Lyonria.” And therefore are aliens as per her Hashmedai teachings. Even humans with the many religious beliefs their species had, did not have a belief based around the worship of the three gods or goddess.

      “Lyonria don’t possess powers like they do.”

      “And I possess psionic abilities I shouldn’t be able to use,” Kroshka said as her gaze shifted upward. It was indeed a fabulous vision, shining down upon her pale skin and blowing platinum hair.

      “Gifts from those with divine power.”

      “It came from the gem.”

      “And where do you think the gems came from?”

      Kroshka smiled, Iolysta could counter her all she wanted, but she still had an answer rooted in fact, not blind faith. “The Lyonria made them.”

      “Under the guidance of the goddesses and gods, with their knowledge.”

      “We can debate this for eons,” she said to Iolysta, looking away from the nebula. “But there are plenty of facts to prove that had the Lyonria race never evolved, these gods and goddesses you speak of would not exist either.”

      “Moving on,” Iolysta said, twisting her mouth. “As much as don’t wish to say this but I need your help.”

      “With what?”

      “Remember when I said our goals are the same?” Kroshka nodded and waited for some promising information from Iolysta. “My daughter, Noylarlie, she is on a path I don’t want her on. The goddesses have the Celestial Order convinced that their message is coming from the gods not them.”

      “The order is being manipulated?”

      “Just as they are manipulating the empire. During my, untimely demise I ended up here and learned the truth. I was okay with it at first, for it was the truth.”

      “What changed?”

      “The goddesses went to the Hashmedai people first before being banished from aether space and were forced to flee seeking refuge in normal space. The Hashmedai’s chance at advanced evolution, a belief system of our own, so much enlightenment was taken away. I want the goddesses to be successful, but I want them and the worship of them to be exclusively Hashmedai only.”

      “Interesting,” Kroshka said; though she would rather the empire continue on its path of non-religious thoughts. Life was much simpler when people weren’t blaming deities for their bad choices in life or bad luck.

      “As for the gods, their plan was to force the entire galaxy to worship them after the goddesses were gone.” Iolysta dug her hands into the sand below them then raised them with a fistful. She opened her fist and a ball of sand floated in front of her, manipulated by her psionic mind. It gradually formed into a shape of the galaxy, rotating slowly before the two of them. “The gods and their loyal worshipers disagreed with the goddesses’ plans and so they took matters into their own hands.”

      “So the goddesses want revenge?”

      “They want to remove the gods from aether space and take control of their plan of dominating the galaxy as a final insult. Do you see the problem with this? The lives that will be taken away as a result of the conflict, especially if the goddesses plan doesn’t work.” Iolysta snapped her fingers and the galaxy sand sculpture disintegrated, the remains of it fell back into the beach, particle by particle. “The galaxy will burn as similar conflicts like the one’s we’re facing will flare up and down. The gods need to be defeated yes, but the goddesses need to only embrace the Hashmedai people as they originally set out to do, nothing more.”

      “I do not see how I can help.”

      “Get my daughter out of the company she’s with, the order has taken over a large portion of the Hashmedai navy and she follows them,” Iolysta said. “I gave her a task some time ago, but she’s failed to do it.”

      Noylarlie did what she wanted when she wanted, listened only to the people she wanted to hear from. Kroshka was convinced that there wasn’t a thing she could do to assist “Then speak with her, she too can come here.”

      “Look around you,” Iolysta said, waving her hands around the sights in front of them. “Aether space is as big as the universe in normal space, without a stable mind you will enter this realm in a random location based on your thoughts. This area however, this beach and ocean . . . this is where I reside primarily, if I don’t know where she enters aether space, I can never speak to her. She needs to be guided here by one of us, not a simple task now she’s been attuned to the gem. But you, your minds have linked, you could speak with her telepathically in normal space. Use that as a means of guiding her here.”

      “What about the goddesses?”

      “As a former host of Emelia you may have a means of bargaining with them.”

      My pendant . . . Kroshka thought to herself as she remembered she had strange desires lately to bring the gem to Barnard’s Star. Whatever the goddesses were planning, they needed her pendant which was once a place of refuge for Emelia, and to this day still has some sort of significant link to that particular goddess.
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* * *

      Ancient Temple, Paryo, Uemaesce system

      Eeladen slipped into the main worship chamber. Candles lit by Fahia were placed along the sides of the walls creating an orange glowing as he knelt in the center of the chamber in front of a figure of the three Radiance gods. He shut his eyes and began to and chant. He offered a prayer to the gods, a prayer Fahia taught him how to recite over the last two months. His eyes opened wide upon feeling Fahia’s hands glide across the back of his head, while her mysterious staff came into view from the corner of his right eye.

      “Such loyalty,” Fahia said and began to lift her staff, waving it slowly above his head. His mind filled with bliss and a short vision, a vision of the leadership of the Hashmedai Empire changing hands and he was there, he was a critical part of that. “But your mind still isn’t fully tempered, you need to release the teachings that the gods are aliens the empire has poisoned you with.”

      Eeladen stood from his prayer stance and faced the Hashmedai Celestial Order priestess, draped in her prayer robes. “Kroshka refused to come with me as you asked,” he said to her.

      “Worry not, as long as you are part of the order and the two of you are joined as mates, our plans can push forward,” Fahia said. “The future children you two have will be taught our ways.”

      With Eeladen as the emperor, he’d be dictating what the law was and what it wasn't. Kroshka is weak and wouldn’t have what it takes to stand up to him, and on the rare occasion she does, he could have her removed, after they have a few children of course. There was however one concern on his mind. “What of that hybrid?” Danyal may be an exiled prince, but regardless people will argue he still had every right to take the throne should the line of succession fall to him.

      “He’s a backup plan now,” Fahia said. “Having him take the throne now will require not only his mind tempered but the removal of Y’lin and Kroshka, not an easy task currently as we’d learned. I’m sure Hannah will understand the change of plans. Now we just need the Radiance council to be dealt with.”
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* * *

      Imperial Palace, Paryo, Uemaesce system

      “Your majesty,” an eager servant said, bowing before Empress Y’lin in her chambers. “Your daughter approves of the dress.”

      Y’lin stood with her back toward the servant, looking out of the wide window in her chamber. She lifted her hands to guide a glass full of ice wine toward her lips. Its sweet taste and aroma made her face grin with happiness, more so than the news that Kroshka liked the dress.

      “Excellent,” Y’lin said, finishing her drink.

      “If I may, have you selected a day for the bonding?”

      “Soon, very soon.” A holographic window loaded in front of her, it had an illustration of the Hashmedai calendar. After staring at it and doing the math in her head, she found the date on it that would be most appropriate for the ceremony to be held. “This day right here,” she said, pointing toward it. “It is the same day the humans will be celebrating Christmas. And the day we will bring them to their end. Kroshka will forever remember Christmas as being the day she was not only joined, but the day the humans fall to imperial rule.”
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      Leviathan, Y’ouipa shipyard, Uelcovis system

      Admiral Yominv Crossblade sat in his commander’s chair aboard the bridge of the Leviathan, sister ship and Hashmedai equivalence of the Abyssal Pelican. He looked around at its crew, all loyal Celestial Order members as they all scurried about performing last second systems checks before they engaged the jump drive.

      “We are ready to engage the drive, Admiral,” one officer said to him.

      Unlike the Pelican, within the central section of the ship was a miniature version of a space bridge, useable only by the Leviathan and its crew. With the human MRF installed and merged into the ships systems, the Leviathan had the power to reduce its mass allowing passage through a space bridge without the long rematerializing time—The less mass within a ship the faster they can appear, if the Leviathan had the mass of a small transport, they could appear almost anywhere in the galaxy within minutes. Reduced mass would also give them an advantage in the battlefield by performing moves that would normally be impossible for a massive ship of their size.

      A hologram gave him a glimpse of a map of the Sol system. He used his hands to zoom into the destination in question. “This gas giant here, Saturn, have us appear there.”

      The crew carried out his request while the helmsman began to pilot the Leviathan away from the shipyards scaffold. Once they were clear the okay was given to the primary psionic team aboard to use their minds to activate the mini space bridge inside after the MRF became active.

      The bright flash of blue light left behind in the wake of their jump became visible in the skies of Taxah hours later.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Titan orbit, Sol system

      Xavier and Benally reviewed the status of the ongoing repairs on the Winston Churchill via the bridge’s central hologram. Crew from the Wilfrid Laurier had arrived shortly after the battle had ended to assist in repairs and resupplying, while the scanners of both ships worked in unison to find out what became of the two fleeing Hashmedai destroyers and their interceptor carrier still at large. The fighters launched from Titan fighters continued to provide escort for the evacuation ships in a convoy in preparation to leave the sector the moment both the Wilfrid Laurier and Winston Churchill were up to date with their repairs, and the moment the EDF team got back with their newly acquired present from the surface.

      “Captain, Gladius is returning now,” Commander Forest said. “Major Chambers is KIA, sir.”

      Xavier slammed his fists on the central hologram’s console. “Damn it!” This is war Martin, mourn them later, we still have a job to do. “Have the flight crew repair and resupply our birds, ASAP.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      He looked away from the hologram and toward his tired and battle worn crew who just moments ago were looking at death’s door. “Everyone, you’ve done well but we’re not out of this yet,” he said to the bridge crew. “Take a break if you need it, but be ready to jump to action should they show up again.” A break, not a bad idea, he thought and moved to exit the bridge with his magnetic boots clinging to the floor. “Commander Benally you have the bridge.”

      “Understood sir,” Benally said.

      Xavier walked through the central corridors of the ship, observing damage control teams from both the Wilfrid Laurier and Winston Churchill working together to get things back working. Zero g sparks flew away as mechanics used their tools and torches to reconnect destroyed compartments. The crew that saw Xavier stopped briefly to salute him before returning to their duties.

      The infirmary, as expected, was full of wounded crew members. Most of them were suffering from severe burns and bloody gashes on their faces as a result of the battle. A nearby airlock swung open as he moved past it, more mechanics from the Wilfrid Laurier floated out of the transport docked with it, all them holding large tool boxes in their hands.

      Xavier’s magnetic boots carried him to the engine room where Chief Shanuka Weerasinghe directed traffic amongst his engineering team and the small team sent by the Wilfrid Laurier.

      “Chief how goes it?” Xavier asked him.

      “Shields will be good in a few minutes, sir,” Weerasinghe said. “The Wilfrid Laurier personnel are accelerating things well.”

      “What about power?”

      “Just about back to full, once again the Wilfrid Laurier saves the day with some much-needed supplies. The habitat ring should be rotating again if you want to make sure your quarters didn’t get messed up with the lack of gravity.”

      Xavier hadn’t considered what became of his quarters during the attack. Since the habitat ring had constant gravity, there was no need to chain things down. He took the time to layout some old-fashioned picture frames on the walls and his night stand, all no doubt broken by now after floating out of the place, then back to the floor as gravity came back. “I think I’ll do that, good job, chief.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Before heading to his quarters, he decided to make a brief detour to the labs to personally check on the progress they made with the strange Hashmedai device that was brought aboard from the Uranus outpost. Many of the lab workers were hard at work, still tinkering with the device that was strapped down onto a table with scanning devices along the sides of it, taking what readings they could.

      “Captain!” A lab tech shouted and saluted upon seeing Xavier.

      “At ease, just wanted to check in and see how far you’ve made it with that bloody thing.”

      “It’s a puzzle for sure sir,” Petty Officer Lex Terry said, the sole survivor from the Uranus outpost. “Perhaps EVE could come down and assist?”

      Xavier preferred that EVE remained on the bridge. But on the other hand all she was doing at this point was monitoring shipwide systems, a task she could do anywhere as she was networked with the ship. “If it will speed things up, I’ll have it happen.”

      “With her help I think we’ll be able to crack the secrets of this thing faster rather than relying on her AI built into the computers.”

      Xavier interacted with the intercom on the wall and asked EVE to come to as requested to assist the lab team. Hopefully this thing would give us a much-needed advantage, he thought.
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* * *

      UNE Black Site, Titan, Sol system

      Chris sat on the floor next to the transport that brought him back from the North Pole of Titan. The two Black Site operatives that accompanied him to locate Gavin’s body left the transport carrying a body bag. Chris groaned after watching the body bag get carried away into the halls, and rested his face in the palms of his hands.

      “What the fuck happened?” Sarah asked.

      He looked up and saw that she had entered the hanger bay as Gavin’s body bag was carried past her. “Chambers,” he said, pointing to the body bag. “He didn’t make it.”

      The tone of Sarah’s voice changed to a bitter one. “Fuck off . . .”

      “That’s war for you, something we need to keep in mind,” Chris said to her. “Not all of us are going to walk away from this.”

      Sarah took a seat next to Chris on the floor, she kept her eyes toward the floor. “Well you’ll be happy to know I’m a reject,” she said after a long delay. “I’m no psionic.”

      “Told you not to go.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Just add it to my long lists of fuck ups in my life, I’m surprised I managed to make it to the rank I am now . . .” Her head shifted back toward the two men lifting Gavin’s body bag into an elevator. “So where are they taking him?”

      “Doctors are going to do their thing, then we all head back to the Winston Churchill. With what we came for in the first place.”

      “Right, Dr. Lynn, or rather Avearan.”

      “That’s going to be another can of worms right there.”
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* * *

      Rapier Squadron, on approach to Rhea, Sol system

      Major Pedro “Wildfire” Montes of the Wilfrid Laurier Rapier fighter squadron ordered his team to spread their Solaris fighters out as they came toward one of Saturn’s many moons, Rhea, the last known location of the Hashmedai group that attacked. With no ESP, the only way to know what was lurking behind the moon was to send fighters out on a scouting mission, relaying the data back to the two UNE battleships.

      “Alright folks standby for possible enemy contact,” Montes said.

      The twelve fighters propelled around the moon, their HUD sent back data that was being blocked by the moon. They slipped away from the sunlight behind them, and finally entered behind the darkened spots of the moon. His heart began to race, for he knew if contact was to be made, it would be them alone that would be targeted.

      Montes saw nothing.

      Neither did his scanners, the Hashmedai left the cover of the moon, god knows how long ago. “Well that’s not good sir,” Lieutenant Fox transmitted over the radio.

      “No, it’s not,” Montes said. “Rapier lead to Wilfrid Laurier, there’s no signs of Hashmedai behind Rhea.”
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Titan orbit, Sol system

      The bridge’s central hologram showed a split projection of Major Pedro Montes in the cockpit of his fighter and Captain Agatha Chevallier standing before her central hologram on the bridge of the Wilfrid Laurier.

      “Understood,” Chevallier said. “Capitaine? Your thoughts?”

      “Our sensor logs show they didn’t leave the system,” Xavier said.

      “Neither does ours,” Chevallier said.

      “Most likely they moved behind another moon in the sector, the question now is which.”

      “Dione perhaps? It isn’t too far away,” Montes said.

      Xavier brought up a map of the Saturn sector and saw the small distance between Rhea and Dione. If the Hashmedai did leave, they probably moved behind there. “Worth one last look, but if there’s nothing then we need to look into leaving the sector and escorting the evacuation transports out.”

      “Agreed,” Chevallier said. “Major, if you will.”

      “Right away, ma’am,” Montes said.

      Xavier switched the projection to what Montes’ front cameras were transmitting. He saw the squadron fly away from Rhea, making the brief semi sub light speed jump toward the moon of Dione. Once again, they braced themselves for possible enemy contact, as they took a peek behind.

      “Nothing eh?” Xavier said as the new video loaded.

      “Return to the Wilfrid Laurier,” Chevallier said to her CAG.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Montes said.

      “Those ships could be strategically moving behind each of the moons here and there’s no way to know,” Chevallier’s projection said to Xavier.

      “Aye, or on the opposite side of Saturn,” he said. “In any case they are not close by right now.”

      “Indeed, let’s return to the main fleet,” Chevallier said. “Contact Hyperion squadron to escort evacuation transports to us. We will leave the sector once they are ready and EDF has come aboard your ship Capitaine.”
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* * *

      Scathing Hand, Titan orbit, Sol System

      Martop’s eyes opened as his ESP picked up something interesting to report. “Captain,” he yelled to T’esih.

      “What is it?”

      “Human ships are leaving Titan,” he said. “They are regrouping with the two battle ships now.”

      T’esih raised her eyebrows. “Show me,” she said sharply. A hologram appeared in front of her showing her a top down image of the status of ships in the sector.

      “The Shade Flare reports that these are the same ships their interceptors saw on Titan,” Martop said. “Escape transports for the human colonists.”

      Human colonists . . . Like all living creatures, humans would ensure their children are taken out of harm’s way before adults. She eyed the hologram depicting the transports and wondered how many human children would be aboard. She mused on how delighted Empress Y’lin would be when T’esih presents her with those human children to be executed publicly. Spare your enemies slay their children, it is the Hashmedai way.

      T’esih’s mouth twisted into a delightful grin. “How goes our repairs?”

      “Shields have been restored; hull is stable but not perfect.”

      “And the Hunter?”

      A young officer named Jaumli checked his computer workstation, and revealed. “Shields are at full power but the battle put a lot of strain on its reactor. Their engine team is still working on the problem.”

      “We’ll have to make do with what we have, those ships cannot leave,” T’esih said, pushing away the holographic display. “Swing us around this gas giant, arm all forward weapons.”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      “Inform the Shade Flare and Night Hunter to follow behind. I want at least one of those transports boarded and taken back to Paryo.”

      The crew diligently carried out her orders, while she deployed her claws on her right hand, the once razor sharp retractable part of her fingers had been neglected far too long. Out from her side pocket, she took a claw shaping tool. Tiny lasers emitted from the device, restoring her claws to their former battle-ready state.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Titan orbit, Sol system

      Proximity alert alarms, they only made Xavier’s head ache worse not better.

      “Incoming Hashmedai ships, two destroyers and one carrier!” Bryson said, after her terminal populated with new battle data.

      “That got their attention . . .” Xavier mumbled. “What’s the status of the evacuation transports?”

      “They’re good to go, sir,” Benson said.

      “And EDF?”

      “ . . . Still haven’t left the surface, sir.”

      “Fantastic,” Xavier said, groaning while the three red dots representing the new Hashmedai contacts zeroed in on their location. “Put me through to them, now.”
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* * *

      UNE Black Site, Titan, Sol system

      Chris barged into the central command center of the Black Site, with little to no concern if he was interrupting an important talk amongst the many workers inside attending to their computers, or typing on their data pads. “Okay change of plans we gotta get moving, Hashmedai are back for more,” Chris said.

      The staff stopped momentarily as Chris spoke, they looked at him directly, then shifted their attention to Miriam König, who simply said to Chris. “We’ll be fine.”

      “That mess in the lobby says otherwise, let’s go.”

      “With what transports?” König said. “The evacuation transports have already left, and you saw what we have available in our transport bay. Besides our work here is too important to abandon, the President agrees.”

      König’s change in her stance didn’t make sense. At first, they were worried about the Hashmedai threat and happy EDF was here to assist. Now they were confident they’d be fine without them? Sure Michei was staying behind, but he’s just one man, one psionic, one that got exhausted mentally during the first encounter. “Don’t throw your life away for this place!” Can’t make discoveries if you’re dead.

      “Titan still has a military presence Sergeant. With the civilians gone this will be the only place to defend. Between Hyperion squadron and our ground forces, that should be enough.”

      “You’re assuming the Hashmedai won’t glass this moon.”

      “They won’t, the mess in the lobby is proof of that . . . they want to capture this place.” König pointed toward the psionic pods Sarah climbed into earlier. “For obvious reasons.”

      Chris crossed his arms. “You seem to know a lot.”

      König returned her hands to the glowing holo screen of her pad, after instructing everyone else to return to their duties. With her back turned to Chris she said. “You got what you came here for staff sergeant. I believe you and your party are the ones that need to go before it’s too late.”

      Bitch.

      Chris stormed out frustrated and proceeded down one floor toward the hanger bay, where the lone transport waited for him and the rest to board. Hijinks sat upfront in the cockpit, while Sarah stood at the entrance.

      “Vaughn,” Chris said to her. “Fuck this place, we’re leaving.”

      “Understood, I’ll get Ella slash Avearan now.”

      “If you see Michei before I do, tell him I said good luck,” Chris said as he quickly climbed aboard the transport. He interacted with a computer upfront which gave him updated battle data in regard to the growing conflict in orbit, a conflict he hoped stayed in space.
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* * *

      Titan orbit, Sol system

      Winston Churchill and Wilfrid Laurier came about to face the three Hashmedai capital ships, officially starting round two of their fight. The evacuation transports repositioned themselves behind the two Earth battleships as fighters from the two ships scrambled into action. Hyperion squadron was more than happy to swoop into the action as well. The Hashmedai carrier Shade Flare returned the gesture, launching its interceptors.

      T’esih placed her claw shaper away as the battle commenced, pleased that once again the humans placed themselves in a spot where atomic weapons could not be used, not as long as they protected the evacuation transport ships.
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* * *

      Transport En Route to ESV Winston Churchill, Titan orbit, Sol system

      Red, orange, blue, and green lights periodically flashed on and off, inside the cockpit of the transport. Chris adjusted his seat belt while gravity inside the transport ceased to exist; he hoped Hijinks was a good a transport pilot as she was with a fighter. The battle raging above them had a lot going on, friendly fire, enemy fire, two or three direct hits and it was over for them. Sarah remained in the rear cabin with Avearan in control of Ella’s body secured with her.

      “Hijinks, you get us to Winston Churchill in one piece and I’ll buy you a beer,” Chris said to her.

      Hijinks smiled while her steady hands piloted them away from Titan and toward the Winston Churchill. “That’s enough incentive to keep us alive!”

      “We’ll be fine,” Avearan said in his Hashmedain accent. “None of them are targeting us, or making any attempts to get close.”

      Chris spun around in his chair to face her. “I’m sure you know all about that.”

      Avearan grinned and said. “You might want to tell your commanders to have your fighter’s guard the evacuation transports rather than directly engage the Hashmedai.” Chris and Sarah exchanged glances, but remained silent. Avearan was after all a Hashmedai. “Fine don’t listen to my ESP warning.”

      “You don’t have the upgrades needed to perform that,” Chris said to her.

      “My ESP in this body is limited but there.” Chris and Sarah weren’t buying it. Frustrated, Avearan spun around through the weightless cabin with her arms crossed. “One of you put fingers up and tell me how many you have up.”

      Chris raised his hand with three fingers held high.

      “Three,” Avearan said.

      Lucky guess. He raised his other hand with the same number of digits being displayed.

      “Six.”

      Sarah joined the game, sticking both of her middle fingers up toward Avearan.

      “Charming one aren’t you Sarah?”
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Titan orbit, Sol system

      Xavier struggled to process what he just learned from the transmission Staff Sergeant Boyd sent him in regard to Avearan and her ESP. Xavier still didn’t like the idea of Avearan being in control of Ella’s body once again coming aboard the Winston Churchill. The only reason he would okay it was because he was under the impression Ella was past this problem and developing psionic powers as per the report from the black site and had intel that would be better in their hands.

      But what if she’s right Martin.

      Xavier wasn’t one to take chances with the lives of the evacuees. If what she said was true, keeping the evacuation transports in the sector as they stood guard to defend them would put them at risk more so than letting them flee on their own without the escort of the Winston Churchill and Wilfrid Laurier as per the original plan.

      Xavier made his choice. “Tell the evacuation transports to enter sub light now!”

      “Aye sir,” Yates said.

      “Put me through to Gladius.”

      “You’re on, sir.”

      Aura’s hologram appeared via the central hologram. Xavier could see the intensity of the battle she was in by the lights flashing in the corner. “Gladius lead, this is Winston Churchill, break off and escort the evacuation transports to safety.”

      “Sir?”

      “Do it now we don’t have enough time!” he said then ended the transmission. His face then returned to Yates. “Inform the Wilfrid Laurier and Hyperion squadron of our plan; let’s get all the fighters out there to build a defense convoy.”

      Every evacuation transport revved up their engines and entered sub light speed on a course toward the inner planets of the system. Gladius, Rapier, and Hyperion squadrons broke off their attacks versus the Hashmedai interceptors to follow behind the escaping transports. The Winston Churchill and Wilfrid Laurier were alone to fend for themselves and felt the wrath of the three Hashmedai capital ships as their prey was allowed to slip away.

      Several interceptors banked around the two Earth ships, making a wide turn to avoid them and entered a full burn to chase the evacuation transports and Solaris fighters escorting them to safety. None of it was a concern for Xavier; Solaris fighters could travel at sub light for several hours while interceptors can last several minutes, an hour or two at best. Both the evacuation transports and fighters had a head start and more than enough power to outrun them. The only thing that could jeopardize the plan was the three Hashmedai capital ships. Should they break away and enter sub light before the Winston Churchill and Wilfrid Laurier, they could and would chase the evacuation transports to the end of the system and back.

      “Keep us in front of those ships and fire at will,” Xavier said. “Don’t give them any chance to pressure the evacuation ships.”

      “Captain, the Wilfrid Laurier is arming nukes,” Benson said.

      With the fighters and transports away, the battlefield was clear for them to go all out with the bringers of light. Best part? Neither of the Hashmedai ships was up in their face. Yet.

      “Status of EDF?” Xavier asked.

      “Docking now.”

      Xavier glanced at a newly loaded hologram that showed a 3D projection of the estimated blast radius should both ships fire nukes. He liked what he saw. “Then let’s do the same.”
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* * *

      Scathing Hand, Titan orbit, Sol System

      T’esih hissed, upon learning of the change in the battlefield. The risk versus reward factor in her plan continued to sway in the direction she’d rather not have it go in. No Earth ships destroyed, Titan still isn’t under their control. Contact was lost with most of the warriors on the surface and several interceptors were lost.

      It was frustrating. The transports were her last chance for justifying her actions, and now they are gone, she hoped the interceptors would keep up with them, for it was her only hope now. “The Shade Flare wants to break off and to regroup with the interceptors,” Delin said.

      It’s not over yet. “If they think they can do it, then yes,” T’esih said to him. “Let’s do what we can to keep the humans on us rather than them.”

      The Shade Flare, the lone Hashmedai carrier broke away from its formation with the Scathing Hand and Night Hunter. It swerved down and around the Winston Churchill and Wilfrid Laurier, ignoring the rail gun and plasma missile fire from both ships as its shields held up for the most part. The Winston Churchill and Wilfrid Laurier spun to keep its main forward weapons locked onto the Shade Flare, its shields continued to slowly drop.

      T’esih’s next order roared throughout the bridge, demanding its crew to do whatever it took to peel the two human ships off the Shade Flare.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Titan orbit, Sol system

      The transport from the UNE black site below finally came to its final destination on the flight deck. Chris, Sarah along with Hijinks and Avearan emerged from the transport. The still opened bay doors showed the battle being fought outside. It caused Chris to stop and stare out in awe like it was a theatre screen.

      Avearan stopped as well, but for a different reason.

      “There’s a space bridge jump opening up,” she said, pointing toward the opened hanger bay doors Chris was gazing at. “And it’s big.”

      Luminous azure light flashed, as it faded an enormous Hashmedai dreadnought appeared. It’s size easily dwarfed the Winston Churchill, Wilfrid Laurier, Scathing Hand, Night Hunter, and Shade Flare.

      The Leviathan had arrived.
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* * *

      Leviathan, Titan orbit, Sol system

      Battle station alarms rang as the bridge crew jumped into their assigned posts. Yominv sat in his chair reading over the reports of their jump into the system. Like with normal space bridge jumps, it took a huge toll on the psionics involved. There were two psionics strong enough to perform their duties, the rest were escorted to the infirmary to recover.

      The Leviathan was a ship that relied heavily on its psionic crew to perform. With only two psionics available, the situation placed great limits on its true power. A pity, he thought as he saw two human ships attack the Shade Flare. Nevertheless, Yominv was eager to take control of the situation.

      “Put me through to the Scathing Hand,” he said calmly.

      “Done,” Ratix said as his fingers interacted with his computer.

      “This is Admiral Yominv Crossblade, I did not give you the authority to attack. Withdraw at once back to Uranus.”

      T’esih’s projection appeared before him via a holo window, he could see the signs of battle damage done to some of the computers in the back section of the bridge. “With all due respect, Admiral,” T’esih’s projection said. “This is not the time to be withdrawing; we have the human settlers of this moon fleeing.”

      “I am not here to debate this,” Yominv said. “Withdraw at once as requested or you and your crew will be charged with treason.”

      The hologram vanished, T’esih had cut the link. The view screen upfront showed the two Destroyers back away as requested. The Shade Flare however was still under heavy attack from the humans.

      “That carrier won’t last long,” Vonliey said.

      “No it won’t.” Yominv brought his hands together and gave the viewer a longer look. “Bring us closer to them. Let’s give the humans something else to shoot at.”

      The crew executed his command, and the Leviathan quickly moved closer to the action, placing itself between the Winston Churchill and Wilfrid Laurier and the Shade Flare. The maneuver took seconds to perform with the MRF still active, giving it speed and maneuverability of that of a small ship. As it entered its desired position, its many plasma cannon ports opened and released its fury upon the Winston Churchill and Wilfrid Laurier.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Titan orbit, Sol system

      The view of space, Titan, Saturn, and the Shade Flare was upstaged by the hulking presence of new challenger that appeared out of nowhere onto the battlefield. Xavier along with the rest of the bridge crew possessed similar awe like looks on their faces.

      “What the hell is that thing?” Yates said.

      “I don’t know, but it hits like a truck!” Matsushita shouted as the Winston Churchill took several direct and violent hits. “Shields are dropping fast, seventy-three percent already.”

      “Fuck the carrier,” Xavier said. “Nuke that bloody thing now!”

      The Winston Churchill and Wilfrid Laurier backed away from the Leviathan, their aft shields blazed brightly as plasma hit them in their tactical retreat. The gap between them and the Leviathan quickly grew large enough for them to face it once again, this time with a barrage of nuclear missiles.

      Both ships released eight warheads as the crew aboard the Winston Churchill and Wilfrid Laurier shielded their eyes in perpetration for the impending detonation. The two UNE ships waited at their safe destination away from the range of the blast. The Wilfrid Laurier’s warheads impacted first, the shield drone protecting the missiles transmitted its battle data to the two ships before it met its end. Winston Churchill’s barrage was fired a few seconds too late, the shield drone accompanying the warheads transmitted a self-detonation command to the eight missiles it was escorting to release its payload before the blast from the first barrage vaporized it.

      The end result was a cascade of sixteen nuclear explosions, bighting the skies of Saturn and its moons and smothering the Leviathan with a fiery sphere of death and radiation. The detonation was so large that the tail of it obliterated the Shade Flare in the process.

      The Leviathan’s shields held.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Leviathan, Titan orbit, Sol system

      “We’ve lost starboard shields,” Ratix said.

      Yominv smiled, he was impressed that the Leviathan still was in one piece despite the blow it took. The human race’s single major advantage over the Hashmedai Empire now had a counter. “How’s our psionic team?”

      “Still recovering, we don’t have access to proper overshields.”

      “What a pity, was interested to see how that would perform,” he said. “Shut down all weapons and engines; transfer all remaining power to shields.”

      A shipwide status projection loaded, giving him live updates. Yominv observed that the shields did gain power from the power transfers. By his calculations it would take the humans several more shots from their atomic weapons to break through it. There was however a major trade off, that being the fact they can’t use weapons nor could they move. The Leviathan in its stance became nothing more than a nuclear bunker in space, until their psionic team recovered.

      He swiped across the holographic display several times until reports from the infirmary shuffled in. The psionics were still slightly dazed from the jump into the system. The doctors reported they wouldn’t be ready for service for at least several hours, with the exception of Noylarlie, who was surprisingly recovering fast.

      But not fast enough, they need to buy more time. The humans had more atomic weapons at their disposal and the fact the two ships haven’t moved from their position suggested they were in the process of loading more into their launchers. He looked at his adversaries and his tactical mind began to formulate a new plan, one that didn’t involve the Scathing Hand and Night Hunter. The Leviathan could survive multiple nuclear detonations, the rest of the Hashmedai ships could not the Shade Flare was proof of that.

      Wait, I recognize that one, he thought. The two human ships before them, one of them was at Uranus. One of them brought the device he had planned for the humans to find and bring aboard their ship. A computer virus, made specially to silently corrupt their systems. The plan was to unleash the malware on their systems when the time was right, when their fleets were gathered together to help spread it faster. But given their current situation and the fact that T’esih already ruined part of the plans he had concocted, he was left with no choice. It had to be done.

      “How many psionics are strong enough for a teleport?” Yominv asked Ratix.

      “Two, plus one on the surface of the moon with the brothers you recruited.”

      “Have the two psionics get ready for combat, and inform the three brothers to do the same.”

      “Two brothers now, one of them has fallen in combat.”

      “Well then, inform them they will have a chance to avenge him.”
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Titan orbit, Sol system

      Petty Officer Lex Terry or so the humans called him, hid out of sight in an unoccupied corner of the lab. EVE along with several lab workers worked diligently, trying their best to keep their minds off the battle that was raging outside of the hull of the ship. It provided the perfect chance for him to reply to the incoming transmission. He activated his communication ear implant, Yominv’s voice said. “It’s time, are you ready?”

      “I convinced the android to link into it,” he said. “The malware can be uploaded at any time.”

      “Do it, and contact me when it’s done.”

      The transmission ended and he double-checked to ensure his assassin’s equipment and plasma daggers, hidden beneath his UNE uniform was good to go.

      They were.

      He stepped away from the corner he hid in and approached the device that had everyone’s attention. He began to tinker with it and forced a holographic display to appear. The hologram loaded with text from the Hashmedai language on it and with a series of interactive commands. He tapped the commands as everyone else in the lab gazed at him with a puzzled look. The hologram was asking him to confirm the release of the computer malware within it.

      “What are you doing?” a lab worker asked.

      His finger tapped twice on the confirmation icon on the hologram. ‘Upload in progress’ appeared next. He smiled knowing that in the next few seconds, the malware would disable the mind shield of the Winston Churchill then promptly spread to the closest ship, the Wilfrid Laurier then later the rest of the UNE network and ships.

      EVE and the rest of the lab workers continued to pester him, demanding to know what he did and why. He gave his response by altering his DNA, shifting the appearance of his body from a human to Hashmedai, a Hashmedai assassin at that. The one EDF failed to kill when they first boarded the Uranus outpost.

      “It’s done,” he transmitted to Yominv as he powered his plasma daggers.

      Horrific screams of terror and blood gushing out from dismembered bodies echoed throughout the section of the habitat ring the lab was located on.
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* * *

      Leviathan, Titan orbit, Sol system

      Both Onatiasha and Zhinbryo hated the idea of masquerading as loyal members of the Celestial Order, who made up the entire ships manifest. The two of them stood side by side next to several warriors, guardians and riflemen as ordered by Yominv for an assault. Di’aria and another psionic entered, she was placed in a group with Onatiasha and Zhinbryo, two warriors and another guardian. While the other psionic was grouped up with the other half of the assault team.

      Once the two teams were finalized they were briefed as to what would happen next. The two human ships lost their mind shields, making it possible for Hashmedai psionics to teleport aboard. They were to be part of a boarding party. Figures, she thought. They still don’t trust us; of course they’ll want us on this mission to see how loyal we are.

      The order was given for the two groups to teleport over to the Winston Churchill as its mind shields were down and there was an asset aboard Yominv wanted protected. Onatiasha nodded to Di’aria, she nodded back and hoped Di’aria was still on the same page as she and Zhinbryo were.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Titan orbit, Sol system

      The battle transferred from space to the interior of the Winston Churchill as three groups of Hashmedai teleported aboard. One on the habitat ring, two others on main fuselage, one of them came from the surface of Titan being Iekia and Gorar. The two surviving brothers were still full of rage and hate at the death of their younger brother Tenery. They joined this campaign to strike back at the humans, who were responsible for the death of their father during the invasion. Humans that were to be the source of riches and glory upon their triumphant return to the empire, glory Tenery would never see. The two moved out and began to search for the human responsible, or someone from his team. It shouldn’t be too hard as the human they wanted wore combat armour that was different from the rest of the humans.
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* * *

      The words ‘intruder alert’ was all that was needed to spring all marines into action. Staff Sergeant Jacob Miles led one large fire team into the habitat ring, they were all equipped with their standard-issue exosuits, armed with eRifles with retractable plasma bayonets. Additional crew sprinted toward the weapon lockers of the armory as they recalled the lessons they learned in basic training. eRifles roared, plasma swords savagely sung back and forth and bodies hit the floor. Onatiasha, Zhinbryo and Di’aria held back, given the false pretense that they were here to fight, but took on a more defensive stance. Their reluctance resulted in nobody being killed by their hands.

      The same however couldn’t be said for those in lower fuselage as the Hashmedai there moved throughout the weightless compartments. Guardians used their arm mounted shields to protect riflemen who fired their plasma rifles at marines and crewmen in the corridors. Two crewmen were pulled out from their cover via the psionic telekinesis; their halved bodies were kicked away from a laughing warrior as he held his two-handed plasma blade. A path littered with dead human bodies was cleared and the Hashmedai moved forward, via jets on their armor, the bridge was their next stop now that they had confirmation that human reinforcements weren’t going to be near the bridge anytime soon.

      Their psionic teleported them in.
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* * *

      Xavier aimed his side arm toward the invading Hashmedai on the bridge. The rest of the bridge crew did the same and utilized their seldom used combat training. It’s been ages since he fired a gun, he hoped his aim was still good.

      “They’ve reached the bridge!” yelled a frantic Yates over the radio.

      Xavier pointed his ePistol forward, took aim at this alien boarding party as they began to slaughter bridge personnel. And pulled the trigger rapidly.
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* * *

      Chris’ rifle scanned the corridor outside of the flight deck. The carnage reminded him of the conflict aboard the JFK two months ago. Some people survived here good, he thought as saw crew drag maimed bodies away into the infirmary.

      He faced Sarah, Hijinks and Avearan upon hearing Yates’ frantic call for help over the radio. “Bridge now!”

      “Don’t suppose you could port us?” Sarah asked Avearan.

      “That I can’t do without the cybernetic upgrades.”
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* * *

      Xavier ducked behind the central hologram console as plasma shot over his head, exploding on the wall further behind him. Benally was next to him, he saw her ePistol rapidly lay down covering fire as she peeked around the corner of the console every so often. The plasma bolts above his head stopped. He rose and shot more rounds into the battle and toward the Hashmedai riflemen. Something wasn’t right however.

      The psionic with them was gone. Good for them, bad for anyone else on the ship that might run into them. A thought he’d have to get back to later. One of his bullets ripped a hole through the chest of a Hashmedai rifleman. His yelp echoed throughout the bridge and raised the morale slightly. They were going to need it as two officers were already killed their floating headless bodies collided with the ceiling.
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* * *

      “Oh fuck!” Sarah yelled as a Hashmedai psionic teleported behind them. “Keep moving!”

      Avearan knew they stood little chance moving around in the narrow corridors in zero-g. Chris and Sarah fired their rifles at the psionic but its barrier deflected their shots. The two EDF soldiers most likely had their MRF activated and so Avearan took on the role of support, using her telekinetic gifts to aid in their movement. She used a telekinetic thrust to launch Sarah’s body down the corridor past the psionic. It looked like a move of betrayal at first, until she forced Sarah’s body to stop moving and instantly face the psionic.

      She caught on quickly and continued her assault, the psionic was forced to protect itself from a target behind and two in front as Hijinks’ pistol joined the fight for survival. The visibly frustrated psionic hurled a fireball toward Chris, with the aid of Avearan’s telekinesis he launched his mass reduced body upward to the ceiling, avoiding the blast as Avearan and Hijinks pivoted to the side. Its heat was intense as it zipped past the two and exploded on the elevator doors behind them. A second fireball shot toward Sarah with similar results, Avearan lifted her body away from danger.

      Frustrated, the psionic jump ported behind Avearan, she was the bigger threat. Avearan’s body instantly became paralyzed, the psionics mind gripped onto her hard. The Hashmedai psionic’s arms began to glow orange, the sign it was conjuring a massive white fireball, probably aimed to get rid of her with one burst.

      Chris, Sarah, or Hijinks couldn’t fire because Avearan’s paralyzed body was blocking their shot. Cute, she thought, they do care about me. She used her ESP to scan the area, looking for something, anything that could give her an edge. She found it, the elevator doors. The previous fireball destroyed them and flames bellowed from doors ripped apart by the blast. They were loose enough for her mind to grab onto, and hurl toward the psionic.

      The impact hit it hard enough to break its focus and weaken its psionic shields, perfect. With her body free, Avearan telekinetically pushed her body to the floor, out of the line of sight of Sarah and Chris, whose rifles chipped away at what remained of the Hashmedai psionics shields, shattering it to pieces. Multiple bullets tore through its chest, the high velocity rounds sent its body somersaulting backward until it hit wall, leaving behind globules of floating blood in its wake.

      They continued their race to the bridge.
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* * *

      Park and Richards held their ground in the habitat ring as the invasion of the Winston Churchill continued with no end in sight. The comm lines were full of screams and reports of Hashmedai all over the ship as they tried to push toward the elevator that led to the central fuselage of the ship. There were just too many Hashmedai lurking in the halls. They formed a wedge between them and the scattered groups of marines and crew personnel struggling to deal with them. Getting down below was their best bet as their MFR would give them an advantage over the Hashmedai that would be forced to fight in zero-g, and now Boyd and Vaughan had boarded, their team mates were going to need assistance.

      Looks clear, Park thought as they saw the elevator doors and ran toward it. They summoned it and waited for it to arrive to their section as they stood, watching in anticipation for anything that wasn’t human to come into visual range. So far so good, all the Hashmedai on the habitat ring were busy fighting with the rest of the crew and hopefully losing. The elevator arrived, there were two figures inside. Neither was human.

      Richards pushed Park back as the doors opened and gave the two Hashmedai, a male guardian and warrior access to the habitat ring. His heroics saved her life as the warrior’s blade sung and smashed against his shields. Two cleaves later and his shields failed, a follow up thrust impaled him. Richards lost grip of his rifle as his life began to fade away, while his blood burned across the massive two-handed plasma sword that entered his back and exited his chest. It happened so fast, Park didn’t have enough time to get a hold of her rifle to counter as she got back to her feet.

      She fired and sprayed bullets all about. Anger, hatred, that’s all she felt as she looked at Richards’ body while life slipped away from his face. She hoped to avenge him, but it wasn’t turning up the results she wanted as the guardian quickly moved forward with his arm shield raised to deflect her incoming rounds. There wasn’t much in terms of cover around her in the empty halls other than to run toward a four-way intersection and fire from around the corner. She backtracked quickly and fired random shots toward them as the warrior pushed Richards’ body off his blade. The guardian used his tractor beam to pull her toward them, Park’s shields held and prevented it from doing its job, but at a cost. Her shield strength dropped rapidly with each passing second the tractor beam attempted to pull her. She needed to get to that four-way passage and fast.

      20 Percent.

      13 Percent.

      8 Percent.

      Almost there, just a few more seconds!

      0 Percent.

      Park’s body was viciously pulled back toward the guardian as if a rope had been tied around her waist. She heard the two Hashmedai brother’s laugh, then felt something painfully hot enter her body from behind, and exit through her abs. Pain, pure excruciating pain radiated throughout her body from the new wound. She couldn’t remember what happened next as her body was kicked forward and fell next to Richards.

      “Now we are even,” the Hashmedai said as her vision turned to black.
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* * *

      Xavier counted three Hashmedai remaining, a guardian and two warriors after Ensign Chavez pulled off a nice head shot ending the last rifleman and removing the last ranged enemy from the battle. Swords versus guns in zero-g, how bad could it be?

      Very bad.

      Yates popped up from her cover hoping to take a shot, the guardian countered with its sword mounted tractor beam, yanking her body toward him. Damn it no!

      Xavier rose, firing with little regard to what might happen to him. Four bridge officers and crewmen were dead, five people he hoped to provide promotions to when this war was over. Benally along with two others joined, it was enough weapons fire to make the guardian reconsider his actions as it held its shield up to defend rather than kill Yates, though it still held onto her. The two warriors used their jets to hide behind the guardian; they placed their backs toward the elevator entrance.

      “Everyone get down!” It was Staff Sergeant Boyd. His voice was coming from behind the elevator doors.

      The bridge crew complied and ducked quickly as the elevator doors became riddled with bullet holes, someone from the inside it was firing out into the bridge. The bullets that passed through the elevator doors ended up passing through the Hashmedai as well. The guardian’s grip on Yates loosened, Xavier saw her duck down to the floor seconds before a bullet exited the belly of the guardian, narrowly avoiding hitting her in the process.

      The bullet ridden elevator doors were forced open. Chris, Sarah, Hijinks held onto the maintenance ladder on the inside the shaft, their weapons were smoking hot in the aftermath. Behind them was Ella or Avearan? Hell, Xavier wasn’t sure what to call her at this point.

      “This is Captain Xavier,” he transmitted over the intercom. “The bridge is secure.”
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* * *

      Di’aria, Onatiasha and Zhinbryo followed the lead of their group’s commander through the halls of the habitat ring stopping in front of the sealed shut door leading into the labs. She heard what sounded like a struggle going on inside, like two people fighting, one of them with plasma weaponry daggers maybe? The two warriors with them lunged their blades into the door, moving it in a circular motion to cut a hole through it. Zhinbryo stood and watched, refusing to help them.

      A four-way intersection further up provided cover for several marines, their projectile weapons discharged their magnetically accelerated rounds loudly. The shield Onatiasha and the lead guardian had deflected the projectiles coming toward them as they stood side by side. Confused, the lead guardian addressed Di’aria who did nothing but keep her psionic barrier up to protect herself.

      “This is a battle! The order demands that these ships be taken care of.” Di’aria smiled and shrugged. “Kill these humans, that’s an order.”

      Onatiasha looked at both Di’aria and Zhinbryo, they were ready to reveal who they really supported and hoped the humans attacking would get the message. The two warriors cut through the door, kicking it in, entering with Zhinbryo behind. His sword secretly rose toward them.

      Di’aria used her mind to push the guardian toward the marines. His body rolled on the floor while his blade felt out from his hands. Neither Onatiasha nor Di’aria stuck around to see how many bullets the humans put into him as they ran into the labs to help Zhinbryo deal with the rest.

      “You!” A Hashmedai called out to them.

      Onatiasha looked and saw who it was Iekia and Gorar. She heard about the infamous trio of brothers who walked away from all battles raking up the most kills in their group. She was surprised to see them here, not surprised however that they were upset at the display of betrayal before them.

      “Help Zhinbryo,” she said to Di’aria as she stepped toward the two brothers. “I’ll deal with them.”

      Iekia and Gorar drew their weapons as Onatiasha ran toward them and made the first swing with her plasma blade. The marines remained in cover in the hallways behind them had no idea what to make of the situation.
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* * *

      EVE’s shipwide diagnostic was completed. The device EDF brought aboard was contaminated with malware designed to search and corrupt the computers responsible for operation of the mind shields. Additional scans showed it was programmed to search for all network ports and transmit a copy of the malware to nearby ships to perform the same act.

      EVE requested a status report of the Wilfrid Laurier, the EVE AI aboard it reported it detected the malware being uploaded point twenty-five seconds ago. EVE informed the Wilfrid Laurier’s EVE AI to shut down all network functions and lock out all long and short-range transmission devices until further notice as new scans revealed the malware could be transmitted via communication. The Wilfrid Laurier’s EVE AI agreed and informed its crew of the virus and the situation aboard the Winston Churchill.

      With both ship’s networks and communications disabled, neither could spread the malware further which would have allowed similar boarding parties to occur amongst the fleet. An incident log was compiled and saved as EVE’s physical body battled the hostile target within the lab. The target was a Hashmedai assassin which had somehow gained the power to morph into Lex Terry. Its actions became predictable after data regarding Hashmedai assassin tactics and training were accessed within EVE’s databanks and loaded into her physical form. That data was also cross referenced with data obtained from the conflict with an assassin on the Trans-Canada highway near Vancouver two months ago.

      Body scans showed the assassin’s body temperature rise to levels Hashmedai were not comfortable with. This no doubt was hindering its performance by twenty-four percent and rising with every two minutes of combat. Alert: Hashmedai from outside of the lab were attempting to cut through the door which was sealed and locked shut, estimated time for breach was two point eight six seconds. Heat was being generated from the plasma swords, they were raising the temperature of the labs by three degrees, this in turn might reduce the effectiveness of the Hashmedai assassin further.

      The assassin made a sound from its mouth before activating its personal cloaking device. It was enhanced by its psionic powers and therefore impossible to detect with infrared and thermal imaging, sensor scans are also ineffective. New combat data regarding psionic cloaking abilities was saved into her database as a result.

      Several objects were detected being placed on EVE’s back. A body scan on EVE's exterior revealed disk-shaped devices. Inquiry: What are these? EVE searched through data provided by the Radiance Union. Results found: Assassin stun disks, devices activated by the psionic mind of an assassin to render its target unconscious, duration dependent on the number of disks used. EVE did not have a nervous system however the assassin was likely aware he was fighting an android. The stun disks should be ineffective.

      EVE’s calculations were correct, other than an unexpected energy spike, the disks detonated and did nothing. Warning: Lab has been breached. EVE faced the location where the door was, two, correction three Hashmedai male warriors approached. The eyes of the two that entered first showed signs that they were focused on EVE as they moved closer with Hashmedai plasma great swords, standard weapons for all Hashmedai warriors. Puzzling, the third one behind was not focused on EVE; it was on the two in front. It lifted its two-handed plasma sword up and swung, decapitating the two warriors with two vertical cleaves and one horizontal slash.

      The remaining warrior had blue skin, white hair, and facial hair. It was accompanied by a Hashmedai female with cybernetics that did not match the design configuration of known Hashmedai cybernetics. Body scans of the female psionic were saved, EISS would want a review a copy of this. Alert: Psionic detected, arming brainjack probe.

      The female Hashmedai psionic used telekinesis to pull the assassin that was attempting to damage EVE’s physical form. Its body was pulled across the labs then the female later burned a hole through its chest with a fireball. Temperature of the ball of fire was scanned to be at 1,308 degrees Celsius. Residual heat from the fireball diminished rapidly, Cause: Unknown. New data regarding psionic powers was recorded and saved. The body of the assassin fell to the floor once the female Hashmedai psionic released it from her telekinetic grip. Scanning body: confirmed target is deceased. Alert: Unknown anomaly detected.

      The assassin’s body began to change it underwent the same process it did earlier. Its body morphed into a human. Scanning body: bio signs confirm, body was that of a human male. New data recorded and saved. EVE scanned the Hashmedai in front of her, none of them showed signs of aggression, they lowered their arms while one faced the door, likely in anticipation for the marines whose presence was coming closer to the door.

      “Di’aria,” a male warrior said. “Leave us, tell the Leviathan team we were killed and only you survived. Make them think they don’t have enough to take the ship.”

      The female psionic nodded and initialized a teleportation. Her body dematerialized, and left behind her accomplice. Alert: Psionic presence no longer detected, disarming brainjack probe. Puzzling, why would they do this? Incident report updated, scanning for additional Hashmedai contacts. Three targets remaining, location habitat ring near the recreation room. Alert: One of the Hashmedai targets have engaged the two Hashmedai targets in combat.
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* * *

      Onatiasha’s duel with Iekia and Gorar continued as the two ganged up on her. They all swung their plasma blades, plasma blades that deflected and parried each other’s attacks as the arm mounted plasma shields of Iekia and Onatiasha protected them like two medieval knights. All fighters were equally matched and skilled, they could have fought for hours and made little progress other than making Onatiasha tired, tired fighters tended to die on their feet. What Onatiasha needed was another party to intervene and turn the tide. But who? The humans saw all Hashmedai as enemies, she couldn’t rely on one of them shooting at Iekia and Gorar as they might just shoot her too. Di’aria and Zhinbryo were busy with their battles, besides the bout she was in forced her to slowly backtrack through the hallways, past the bodies of fallen human soldiers and crew personnel. Whatever advantage she hoped to gain it had to be something she set up. And she saw it, as their sword play moved closer toward the rec. room lounge.

      Inside she quickly turned her head and saw windows at the far end of the rec. room as the sliding doors opened. They were large observation windows, windows that separated the room from space. She dove inside and positioned herself to stand before the window, as she looked up and saw what appeared to be shutters and hoped that they were there for what she suspected. An emergency cover in case the windows became damaged.

      Onatiasha took on a defensive stance, she raised her shield and goaded the two brothers to run in and charge at her for another attack. They hissed at her, she hissed back and proudly displayed her fangs convinced that her fangs were longer and sharper. They never gave her the chance to see how their fangs looked as they hid behind the walls in the hallways next to the door leading into the rec. room.

      “The empress will have your head for this traitor!” Iekia yelled to her.

      “You two and the rest of the imperial fleet are the ones betraying the empire,” Onatiasha said to them.

      “Lies!”

      “Your actions help support the Celestial Order,” Onatiasha said.

      “She’ll say anything to justify her actions,” Iekia said to Gorar.

      “The empress should have collected your head when you failed to protect the prince,” Gorar said. “And now you stand here defending the people that brought this conflict upon themselves.”

      They weren’t moving from their spots, had she carried out her plans, they would have plenty of time to run as the doors shut. They needed to be inside with her, and far enough away from the door to prevent a quick escape.

      “There used to be three of you, what happened to the other?” she asked, taunting them. “Ah, he must be enjoying the same fate your father did.”

      That did it.

      The two brothers roared like wild animals and ran inside with hatred powering their footsteps. As they entered and the sliding doors to the rec. room slid shut she quickly spun around and made a four-fold strike against the window. The plasma in her blade combined with the force of her swings caused the window to shatter while the unforgiving vacuum of space began to howl and pluck everyone, everything out starting with her.

      Onatiasha’s Hashmedai speed and reflexes caused her body to rapidly spin back toward the door separating rec. room from the rest of the ship as her tractor beam engaged shot between the two brothers and clung onto the side of the wall. She reversed the polarity of the beam and as a result Onatiasha remained inside as her tractor latched the door, it was like holding onto a strong rope tied to the wall. She remained horizontal during the decompression but unmoving from her spot. She shifted her body from left to right to avoid the incoming tables, chairs, bottles, and pieces of debris that found themselves outside in space, along with the two brothers who didn’t see her cunning action coming. An alarm sounded and seconds later the shutter from up top slammed shut and sealed off the breach into space.

      Onatiasha deactivated her tractor beam and took several deep breaths of air that had been denied to her during the ordeal. She shook off the lingering disorientating feeling that was rattling her thoughts then ran back into the fray, Di’aria and Zhinbryo’s fates were unknown. She was not in the clear, not by a long short.
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* * *

      Leviathan, Titan orbit, Sol system

      Yominv was surprised to see Di’aria appear on the bridge from her teleport, alone and limping. “What happened?” he asked her.

      “They were expecting us . . .” she said. “Everyone is dead or captured.”

      Yominv frowned. Losing the boarding party was one thing, losing a psionic, that would have negative repercussions.

      “The mind shield is still down we can send in more,” Ratix said.

      “No, let’s not lose any more psionics than we already have. We still need them to power this ship to its full potential,” Yominv said. “On that note, how are they?”

      “Noylarlie and Gayir have recovered.”

      “And we have Di’aria this should be enough for now,” Yominv said, then addressed the helmsman. “Engage the drive; take us to Uranus with the rest of the fleet.”
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* * *

      UNE Black Site, Titan, Sol system

      Michei sat on a table as a robotic hand from the ceiling lowered to perform a detailed scan of his cybernetic implants and lengthy scan of his head. Once the scans were finished, a holo screen next to a human manufactured device appeared with data regarding his cybernetics. The workers next to the computer smiled at the results as did Miriam König who in turn updated her holo pad with the results.

      The machine began to activate, emitting a loud roaring noise. Something called a 3D printer was a key part of the manufacturing process as it made an exact copy of the foundation of Michei’s implants and the chip inside his brain. The whole process had him worried, worried that humans might be meddling with something they did not fully understand, especially since most of the tech in the facility came from the notes of a heretic scholar.

      Gavin’s body was wheeled into the room they all were in via a stretcher. Michei watched as the two workers pushed it toward one of the pods Sarah had climbed into earlier.

      “What’s his status now?” König asked.

      “Stable,” one of the workers said.

      “Good call on injecting him with the sedative,” König said as she looked down at Gavin’s body.

      He was still breathing. But why?

      “We just got lucky the Hashmedai showed up when they did, I’m sure the Winston Churchill would have wanted his body for a memorial service.”

      König returned to her holo pad typing in several notes. “Get him into the pod.”

      The two workers proceeded to lift Gavin’s body and place him inside the pod. “Exactly how many laws are we breaking?” one of them asked as the lid began to slam shut.

      “None as long as long as President gives this project her blessing.”

      Michei stepped forward. Their conversation wasn’t something he could ignore any longer. “You lied about his death?”

      “Our species is close to its doom,” König said. “We need to take every risk to keep on thriving. Sarah was a failure as I figured, but Chambers.” König showed Michei the contents on the display of her pad. He saw an image of the red gem the heretics were obsessed with along with an image of Gavin’s dead wife, Anna Chambers. “If Telinei’s data is correct, that gem should have already increased his psionic potential by ten percent.”

      Michei winced. “Gods, please forgive me.”

      “Now rest up, I’d like you to come up with a quick psionic training plan should we succeed.”

      “I can’t participate in this any longer.”

      “If Chambers doesn’t walk away from this a fully fledged psionic I’ll be forced to safe face and have him killed, so I don’t look like a liar.” König flicked her hair back and returned to making notes on her pad. “You help us turn him into the weapon we need, and he gets to live. Nobody will give a shit that we lied about his death to make this happen. And don’t forget who’s keeping your presence here a secret from your superiors in Radiance.”
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      Abyssal Sword, Lejorania Sanctum orbit, Alpha Centauri system

      Eight years ago . . .

      The Abyssal Sword was a newly built Radiance Union heavy cruiser. It was larger than ships such as the Abyssal Explorer, as it was built for combat and deep space recon. The bridge sported a layout similar to most Radiance cruisers, in which the floor was transparent allowing one to look down and see inside the captain’s office located below.

      Lejorania Sanctum could be seen through the forward windshield, a blue Earthlike planet drenched in light from the twin stars of Alpha Centauri. It wasn’t often Rana and the members of EDF-2 got the chance to be in space, let alone see Lejorania Sanctum. She stood on the bridge, indulging in the gravity created by the three-psionic team at their stations. She watched the world turn slowly while Gengei finished speaking with a few of his bridge officers.

      “This is quite the view,” Rana said to Gomez. He too was overwhelmed by the sight of the planet they’d called home for nearly five years.

      “This is one of the newer layouts for our ships,” Gengei said when he finished speaking to his crew. “I admit I missed the bridge of the Abyssal Explorer.”

      “So, about this assassin?” Gomez asked him.

      “Yes, Nodevar. He attacked us during a speech one of your leaders was giving for the UN.”

      “I remember hearing about that on the news back in the good old days,” Gomez said.

      “Good old days, Jefe?” Rana said. As far as she was concerned they were in the good old days now. World peace, living on a beautiful planet, space ships and the promising future of a galactic nation with the UNE flag on it. How was life before the invasion? Good?

      “Yeah, the good old days, when humans killed humans, and there was only one planet we needed to be concerned about,” Gomez said. “Now shit’s just complicated.”

      Gengei walked toward spiral staircases that led him and the four EDF members down into his office where he took a seat at his triangular shaped desk. “As you know Nodevar slew general Hilemei after we arrived here from Earth. The mystery to many was how was he able to sneak into this system without us knowing.”

      “Please tell me you know as this would make our job a lot easier,” Gomez said.

      “A lot of the crew of the Abyssal Explorer turned out to be heretics, keeping their motives silent. We unknowingly dropped them off at Earth and had been doing so for several years. It was suspected at first that only three or four people aboard were heretics and those people were dealt with.”

      “There were more, huh?” Rana said.

      “Many more,” Gengei said, while offering his data pad to Gomez, Rana, Cooper, and Stepanovich. They crowded around him to look at its contents, a female Aryile psionic on the screen, with long dark pink hair. “This is Veinea, she was one of the lower ranking psionics aboard the Explorer.”

      The screen switched and showed two additional pictures of her. One of them depicted her being on the Explorer and one from the attack that occurred in Unity city. “That’s the same person for sure,” Gomez said. “Any idea what became of her?”

      “She was last seen heading toward the transport bay aboard the Explorer and vanished after that for the last five years,” Gengei said. “We did not think much of it at first, a lot of the crew requested transfers or resigned, many felt guilty for what happened on Earth. We assumed she left her post due to the stress.”

      “Why would a psionic need to take a transport if they were going to ditch their post?”

      “Exactly my thoughts,” Gengei said “There have been rumors of a Hashmedai transport in the system a year or so after we arrived from Earth. None have been confirmed, but if the heretic activity in the system is high as we now believe it to be, those reports could have been forged and labeled as incorrect signings.”

      “Hashmedai transport secretly docking with the Explorer,” Rana muttered.

      “And allowing her to get the slip,” Gomez said.

      “Recently we have run investigations into crew suspected of having links to the heretics. Those that were taken in and confirmed to be working with them were usually seen spending time in northern area of Unity city.”

      Gomez handed the data pad back to Gengei and asked. “That’s one of the shadier areas ya?”

      “There is, as you humans call it, a red-light district there,” Gengei said.

      “A place where people come and go without the rest of the world knowing what they were doing,” Gomez said.

      “Must be hiding someone,” Rana said. “I think we got our first clue, Jefe.”

      “Hell, yeah we did, thanks for the heads up,” Gomez said.

      “My ship will be in orbit for the time being,” Gengei said. “Should you require assistance or a transport, contact me. Knowing that we might have brought a demon back with me from Earth is, troubling, and so I want you all to succeed.”
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* * *

      Northern Unity City, Lejorania Sanctum, Alpha Centauri system

      Nightfall covered Unity city, something that wasn’t common all year around. To the people that spent their whole lives on Lejorania Sanctum, seeing the night sky, or the lights of the city brightening the environment up was considered to be a seasonal treat, especially those flying about or coming in for a landing from space, like the four EDF-2 members on their transport.

      The northern region of Unity City was a heavily populated section where Radiance pushed people of their society away from the public. From what Rana understood, every major Radiance city had at least one area where the more unsuccessful members of their society were forced to live as it was cheaper and plenty of gig work to get by. Many of the people living there were working hard and striving to earn enough credits to catch a transport heading to the Morutrin system to fully embrace the life of an exile, a self-imposed one at that.

      The streets were filled with members of all five Radiance races, most of them being Linl and Aryile. Lights from the shops of nearby hustlers shined on them as they walked past. Cube and sphere-shaped skyscrapers provided a home to those that could afford one, and a small landing pad where Rana, along with the rest of her team, set foot after exiting their transport.

      Brief strolls through the muggy sidewalks led them toward the red-light district Gengei mentioned. All four of them felt out of place being the only people walking around with a protect suit on and magnetic rifles strapped to their backs. A brothel or at least that what it looked like came into view as they passed through a sea of pedestrians, shooting them strange looks.

      Inside, electronic music of off world origins played, while women of various Radiance races hung out on a raised platform as if they were merchandise on display. Many of them wore sexy attire and exotic make up highlighting the unique parts of their faces and or bodies, how they displayed themselves depended on their species. Aryile working girls exposed a lot of skin on their necks, arms and back to show off the glitter they applied on their scales. Rabuabin women painted the tips of their horns or covered them completely with expensive jewels and rings. Linl women placed heavy emphasis on their cleavage as their species naturally had a large size compared to women of the Aryile and Rabuabin race, unless of course said Aryile or Rabuabin was genetically enhanced at birth to develop a larger chest. The girls not on display sat at tables, enjoying a glass of wine as they eyed interesting patrons that stepped in with bedroom eyes, especially Gomez and Cooper.

      Gomez smiled right back at them. “Oh man, why is it only now we found this place!”

      “Oh, please,” Rana said to him.

      “Cooper man,” Gomez said, nudging him with his elbow. “Look at all this! Bro we gotta come back.”

      Cooper’s eyes rarely looked at the girls on display. “Err. Uh yeah,” he said shyly.

      Gomez stopped in front of a Rabuabin woman. She was half naked, sitting back on a couch, waving toward Cooper in a flirty manner. “What’s wrong man? You don’ sound excited?”

      “It’s just . . . uh.”

      “I see you looking around awkwardly,” Gomez said. He snapped his fingers upon realizing something. “Oh, man, I get it. Those stories you told about life before the war, you were always playing fucking World of Warcraft.” Cooper’s face flushed after turning his gaze away from the Rabuabin. “You never been with a woman eh?”

      “Well, you gotta understand I was young back then, in collage.”

      “You ain’t anymore! Man we gotta get you some fucking pussy!”

      “It’s fine.”

      “Bro, don’t get me wrong I hella played video games when I was young but I still took the time to get some here and there.”

      Rana chuckled. “Jefe, you a gamer?”

      “Why do you think I joined the marines back on Earth Farhadi? It was all those first-person shooters, poppin’ aliens ‘n’ shit.”

      “Ironically, shooting hostile aliens is exactly what our job is now,” Rana said as a Linl woman, probably no older than twenty walked past Cooper waving at him. He jerked his head away, visibly nervous at her advances as well. “Maybe he’s waiting for the right person, ever think of that, Jefe?”

      “Fuck that, this is a deadly job yo, don’t die without getting your noodle wet at least once. Bro I wish this Nodevar asshole would show up right now.”

      “Seriously, Jefe?”

      “We could fucking pop him, haul his dead ass back to HQ, call it a day then come back to get Cooper laid.”

      Gomez started to laugh, Rana couldn’t help but let a small bit of laughter out as well. Stepanovich however stood silent as usual, her shades were hiding her face like an expert poker player. Rana felt Gomez nudge her, his finger pointed toward a section of the establishment neither of them had looked at. It was full of half-naked buff men on display for the many ladies that came in looking to buy some fun for the evening. The men wore either pants or a Speedo, and flexed their biceps as interested women stopped to gawk at their chiseled and tanned bodies.

      “Check this place out, they got manwhores too, Rana.”

      Rana bit her lip. “I’ll pass, Jefe.”

      “That Linl with the huge junk pack is perfect for you Rana,” Gomez said to Cooper. “What do you like bro? Rabuabin ladies? Linl girls? They just like humans.”

      Rana shook her head at Gomez’ relentless pestering of Cooper. She turned around to see what else there was to this place. She felt her heart skip a beat upon noticing Veinea, eyeing them from across the room, next to a set of stairs going up.

      “Jefe, check your six.”

      Gomez spun around, laying eyes on their psionic person of interest. Veinea ran up the stairs quickly. “That was her, wasn’t it?”

      “I think so,” Rana said. “Is that the only way up?”

      “Looks like it, if she’s coming down it’s through there, or the window.”

      “Or teleportation she is a psionic.”

      “Stepanovich, Cooper,” Gomez said. “Get outside. Keep an eye on the windows facing this section.”

      “Understood,” Stepanovich said. It was likely the first time Rana heard their silent sniper speak all day.

      As ordered, the two moved outside past the crowd of people. Rana and Gomez moved toward the stairs to walk up. Their trip became a short one as a Linl woman blocked them, speaking to them in the Radiance language. She, unlike the rest of the girls was fully dresses and spoke with authority. Must be the Madam, Rana thought.

      “Oh hey, just wanted to head up,” Gomez said to the Madam. She spoke to him in Radiance. “Yeah, we didn’t get around to learning that language. Speak any English? No English uh? El español? No? No service for the human gringos, eh?” He wasn’t making any progress. “Farhadi help me out.”

      “Uhmm try Yuntiag.”

      “What the fuck does that mean?”

      “Genitals.”

      “Which one?”

      “Doesn’t matter.”

      “It kinda does yo! I don’t want them to get the wrong idea.”

      “I mean the word. Radiance doesn’t differentiate between male and female parts. It’s just one word Yuntiag.”

      “So yeah, Yuntiag,” he said to the Madam, making a sexual hand gesture with his fingers.

      The Madam smiled and uttered a bunch of Radiance words, one of them being “Yuntiag.”

      “Yeah, you know what I mean now, ya?” Gomez reached into his side storage slot, and pulled out his credit chit, waving it in her face.

      The Madam led him over to small group of ladies on display and said more words to him he didn’t understand. Probably pick a girl you like, Rana followed behind pondering if deceiving them like this was going to work.

      “Yeah uh,” Gomez said, randomly pointing to a blonde Linl wearing a halter top and long silky dress. “She will do.”

      Payment was made and the two were led up the stairs with the Linl Gomez had chosen. Both Rana and Gomez looked about awkwardly at the situation as they climbed further up. “So I guess this means they think we’re going to double-team her,” he said to Rana.

      “This is going to be an uncomfortable log entry to write.”

      He grunted. “You and your data pad journal.”

      “We’re one of the first humans to come this far and make our home on another planet, might be worth something one day. Or at least to someone.”

      Their ascent up the stairs came to an end, and they were led down a long hall with several doors on both sides. No doubt rooms for clients and their playmate for the right price to get it on. Their eyes started to scan the halls, looking for any signs that might lead them to their targets. Veinea slipped up here not long ago, if she didn’t teleport out then she had to be inside one of these rooms.

      “I guess they don’t mind our get up,” Rana said. “Combat armor and rifles equipped.”

      Her answer came seconds later as one door opened up. Two Linl rangers left both donning combat armor, while the Rabuabin woman they both shared stood at the door naked with a satisfied grin on her face to see them off.

      “Guess that explains it,” Gomez said. “Lots of rangers use this place. They must trust them and us enough to not cause trouble.”

      “Either that or they know that so many people here are packing heat that if you start shit up, you’ll have a gun pointed at you and get capped quick.”

      Their Linl escort led them toward a left turn in the hallway, at the very end was Veinea, standing next to a door as if she was guarding it. Veinea looked at the two humans with concern, as they were led away into a vacant room by the Linl.

      Inside they were offered a shower to freshen up and a place to store their equipment. Not that either of the two had plans to do any of that, which brought them to their next challenge. Slipping out without looking suspect.

      “Guess she wants to get the action started,” Gomez said.

      He was right about that, the Linl slowly started to undress before them, Rana turned away quickly heading to the door. “I’m going to check out the end of the hall, see if she’s still there.”

      “I’ll make it sound like you forgot something.”

      “Jefe,” she said, reaching for the door control. “Don’t let the little head control the big head, okay?”

      “Hey, you know me. I can take missions seriously when the time is needed. Let me know what you see.”

      Rana’s gaze shifted toward the end of the hallway where she last saw Veinea. There was no sign of her, she grimaced as she ran toward the door Veinea was guarding, and hoped there might be some clues there.

      “Stepanovich,” Rana transmitted to her team member outside. “Room on the North-East corner, can you see it?”

      “Yes.”

      Rana lowed her visor down across her eyes. A tactical HUD appeared, superimposed over her sights.

      “Hit me with what you can see through the window.”

      Stepanovich’s transmission projected to Rana’s visor with an image of the inside of the room in question displayed as if she could see through the door and walls. Nodevar was inside, tied to a bed while a sex worker rode him up and down elegantly dropping ice cubes all over his chest from a nearby bucket. Veinea walked away from the doorway toward the bed where Nodevar was getting some action. Judging by Veinea’s hand gestures and body language, she was upset about something. It appeared Nodevar said something things back, thus souring the mood of the Linl girl he paid time for. She stopped moving her hips and climbed off him stepping toward the corner.

      Nodevar and Veinea continued to chat, both of them seemingly concerned about something. Who was Rana kidding? Veinea must have known they came here looking for them. She was probably trying to tell Nodevar end the session and escape.

      “Looks like both our targets are in here,” Rana transmitted to her team. “And a good chance that the theory is correct, Hashmedai working with the order.”

      “If that’s the case it’s safe to assume those commandos we saw are with the order as well,” Gomez said. “And probably some of the workers.”

      “Expect some action when the guns come out,” Rana said.

      The four EDF members quickly moved into position, Cooper on the streets below the window of Nodevar’s room, Stepanovich on top an adjacent building where she had been since Rana first contacted her. Gomez was the last to join up, having left the room to stand next to Rana outside of the door to Nodevar’s room.

      “Well, that was quick,” she said with a grin.

      “Hey!” he shouted back. “Left her alone to bathe, she doesn’t know I’m here, so let’s be quick before she realizes something isn’t right. Stepanovich?”

      “Targets locked,” Stepanovich said grimly.

      “Cooper?”

      “I’m outside in the streets, ready for action.” He looked at Rana, she nodded in reply.

      “Let’s do this.”

      Rana stood at the left side of the door, while Gomez stood at the right side. He placed a small P-4 explosive on the door, and set it on a low blast setting. A digital countdown on the device started to tick down.

      Ten.

      “Back up a bit Farhadi,” he said to her.

      Nine.

      “Major Vaughan isn’t here, Jefe.”

      Eight.

      “I can still hear her voice raging at me for being too close.”

      Seven.

      Six.

      “You were practically on top of the P-4.”

      Five.

      “That’s why we got shields.”

      Four.

      “Need to keep shield power as high as possible.”

      Three.

      “And during a breach you need to get your gun pointed in ASAP, letting your shields take the blast as you charge is—”

      “Are we really gonna argue about this now?”

      Two.

      “You and I are gonna have a nice chat about effective tactics with this new gear we got.”

      One.

      Boom.

      The door exploded with hot plasma energy, sending small melted and burning pieces inward into the room. Rana and Gomez entered with their rifles drawn as Stepanovich’s sniper rifle fire shattered the window, hitting Veinea’s psionic barrier multiple times in a display of brightly shimmering purple light. Gomez’s rifle joined the action upon seeing Veinea’s cybernetic implants start to glow blue.

      If Veinea had enough time to get her barrier up and start to counter, then Nodevar was probably up to something as well. Rana’s rifle pointed to him as he was still lying on the bed, she went to pull the trigger, but stopped midway. The sex worker that was performing on him stood in the way, and started to panic. She wasn’t going to move and Rana wasn’t going to gun her down, even though her bullets had enough fire power to pierce through her and hit Nodevar.

      Rana’s rifle sights switched to Veinea, who was at least still in the open and taking repeated fire from both Gomez and Stepanovich. Veinea flicked her wrist toward Rana and Gomez and the two of them were launched backward out into the halls via a strong telekinetic push. The two crashed into the walls, their shields absorbed most of the hit. As Rana got back to her feet, her visor’s HUD reported she and Gomez’s shields were at were at eighty-three percent. That was a helluva hit.

      Veinea vanished from sight afterward as Rana ran back inside. Only the sex worker remained, even Nodevar’s gear on the floor was gone.

      “Exit stage left,” Gomez said, running inside the room.

      Rana took one quick peek to see what got Gomez fleeing so quickly. Then she remembered, the ranger clients. Most of them were probably armed and half of them were probably loyal to the order. Most of them probably heard the commotion the four of them created.

      Exit stage left indeed.

      The two ran and leaped through what remained of the window, their MRF kicked in reducing their mass and allowing them to glide through the air while looking down to see how far a drop they’d have. What they saw instead was Veinea rematerialize from a teleport, her arms began to glow orange as tiny purple orbs of plasma started to form in the palms of her hands. Aimed directly at Cooper.

      “Psionic in play!” Rana shouted as she aimed the barrel of her rifle down toward Veinea and began to fire.

      Cooper ran and dove, dodging the blast from Veinea’s attack. The explosion triggered chaos and panic in the streets, sending civilians running in all directions, thus preventing Cooper from getting a clear shot, as Veinea’s body levitated upward. Rana was expecting the typical psionic treatment, crazy powers, jump porting to evade attacks and so she allowed her body to continue to glide above the streets with the aid of her jump jets, while her rifle erupted.

      The orange glow in Veinea’s arms ceased as the cybernetics on her upper body started to shimmer blue like earlier, and she teleported away. Rana suspected her combined weapons fire with Stepanovich’s sniper shots, made Veinea rethink her plan of attack. Nobody was complaining of course. Yes, she got away, but an all-out firefight with a psionic in the crowded streets was less than an ideal situation to be in.

      Rana and Gomez regrouped with Cooper amongst the fleeing civilians, then performed a lengthy jump jet and wall scale up onto the nearby apartment Stepanovich was perched up on. Another reason Rana suspected why Veinea gave up, all four of them had MRF and the power to freely reduce their mass to perform these stunts. Stunts no psionic, Radiance or Hashmedai were trained to counter.

      Upon their arrival to the roof tops, Gomez communicated with the Abyssal Sword in orbit. “Gengei please tell me one of your psionics was monitoring this side of the city.”

      “Indeed, there was some psionic activity followed by a teleport, we can trace,” Gengei transmitted back.

      “That was Veinea any idea where she went?”

      “Standby.”

      Gomez stood at the edge gazing at the brothel they just made a mess off. Rangers could be seen exiting the building, all armed and moving with level of urgency and caution, looking for the four human suspects. “Well Cooper, I don’t think we’ll be welcomed back any time soon, sorry bro.”

      “Gomez,” Gengei said. “They have boarded a transport in the jungles outside of the city.”

      “Shit, don’t let me them get away!”

      “We are tracking them. I am sending a psionic to teleport you back up.”

      “Much appreciated.”
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* * *

      Abyssal Sword, Lejorania Sanctum orbit, Alpha Centauri system

      Rana along with the rest of her team entered the bridge. She frowned upon seeing they were still in orbit, meaning either they weren’t in pursuit or the transport was shot down during the time it took them to teleport back up.

      Gengei was directing his crew to the duties, all shouting various words back and forth in the Radiance language. Whatever they were saying it sounded serious. Guess that rules out the transport being shot down.

      Gengei got up from his captain’s chair and stepped over to the four humans awaiting their next move. “The transport appears to be heading toward Dark Lejorania,” Gengei said.

      Gomez sighed. “I’d rather your people not get involved with this but.”

      “I will, contact my people as this ship was assigned for defense of this world.”

      “Thanks,” Rana said. “What are the chances a transport ship like that could make it to its detestation?”

      “They will likely run out of fuel,” Gengei said. “Unless there is another ship waiting for them.”

      “Not outside of the realm of possibility,” Cooper said. “Lots of people from the Celestial Order in that system, right?”

      “I hope your people get back to you soon,” Rana said. “It’s a five-month journey to get there, and they have a head start.”
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      Crimson Arrow, Derkurio, Morutrin System

      “Hey you still alive?”

      Phylarlie’s eye lids slowly opened. She saw the lights pulsing from the equipment on the ceiling of the Crimson Arrow’s cockpit and feeling the side effects of the painkillers her medical system injected into her. She rubbed the side of her head as she felt something touching her there, but found no signs of it. She sat up from the chair she sat in, and nearly fell over on top of the flight controls.

      Her drowsy body sat back down, standing would have to wait for later when she remembered how to do it correctly. She spun the chair around instead slowly; there was someone behind her, who was this? His face was blurry, over time it cleared up. Prince Akeia? No it was Danyal, yes, she remembered now.

      He was the one that tapped her on the side her head too, it makes sense now.

      “Ugh,” she said. “Been awhile since I had a high dose of painkillers from my suit.”

      “Your suit?” he said, while placing the data pad he was holding on top of a computer terminal.

      “My armor provides built in medical treatment.”

      Danyal pointed toward her outfit that resembled a skirt and crop top. “That counts as armor out here?”

      She understood fully well why he would be confused, most assassins attrite looked like something you’d wear to a party rather than combat. He knew nothing about the nanofibers it was made up of combined with the shield generator, thin ablative plating and cybernetics linked with her psionic powers. “It’s a lighter version for extra mobility and to keep the user cool on hot worlds.”

      She sat for a few minutes longer to allow her body to return to somewhat of a normal state. Now for the real test, she thought and stood. She didn’t fall over, good. She returned to the forward controls of the Crimson Arrow, “Give me as sec,” she said as she activated its main flight systems.

      “Try not to take too long, you were out for a few hours.”

      “I was? Great; I must have been an interesting conversation partner.”

      “Actually I was ignoring you,” he said, and waved the data pad he had toward her. “Was reading the diary entries of my cell mate’s daughter, Rana Farhadi.”

      “Cell mate,” she said as she sat back down. Mild pain had flared up in her legs, she still had a few more minutes of healing to go. “So the humans had you captive?”

      “I’m not a nice person believe it or not,” Danyal said. “Me dealing with this journey to find her is probably the nicest thing I’ve done. But enough reading for now.”

      Phylarlie returned to her task of piloting the Crimson Arrow. She held the seldom used flight stick in her hands, engaged the main thrusters, and guided the Crimson Arrow to the skies. The clouds were made up of toxic gases that brushed across the windshield of the ship as the yellow hazy skies grew darker and darker, transforming into the blackness and stars of space.

      “So you’re a pilot as well?” He asked her after five minutes of silence.

      “I used to have my own ship, a scout class,” Phylarlie said. “The controls for this aren’t that much different.” She pivoted her head from left to right and examined at how the cockpit looked, the Crimson Arrow had computers much more advanced than a typical transport or scout ship. Their bodies became weightless as they moved further away from the gravitational pull of Derkurio and her eyes began to glow red-orange due to reduced level of light shining in through the windshield. “I see my sister had a lot of good things given to her.”

      “That’s right, you two are related.”

      “How well did you know her?”

      “Just a few months,” he said. “Got me off Earth, introduced me to my grandmother who hates me and apparently is the empress of some empire—”

      “What?” she said cutting him off and spun her chair around to face him.

      “Yeah my dad was the prince.”

      She launched herself toward him by kicking of the chair. She needed a closer look of him. She held onto him as she floated toward him and stared at him up and down to examine his human Hashmedai hybrid face as if he was a valuable product to be bought.

      “You do look somewhat like him . . .” she said. “Similar age too, it’s like he came back from the dead in the form of a half-breed.”

      “This going to be a problem?”

      “Yes, because from what I’ve gathered my sister has been influenced by the order.” She frowned and considered her next words to say. “And you’re part of her crew.”

      “She had Parcisei who was a member, but that’s it. She insisted she wasn’t a member, just helping with some stuff. I don’t know, all this shit is new to me.”

      The light from the star of Morutrin started to shine toward the windshield of the Crimson Arrow, they were veering off course. Phylarlie returned to her seat up front and guided the Crimson Arrow back toward Derkurio and entered a stable orbit as her eye glow subsided due to the light.

      “Pretty sure there are cameras up in this ship, right?” Danyal said. “Just review the logs or something to get a better idea.”

      Sensor scans alerted Phylarlie to the presence of the Dark Star, adrift in orbit around Derkurio. She flew in closer to take a look and saw burn marks along its hull. Several sections of the old ship were exposed to space. Danyal took noticed and hovered next to Phylarlie to watch the major damage that was done to the Dark Star as she circled it.

      “Looks like your pirate friends got a piece of them,” she said to him.

      “They weren’t my friends, I was just there for the ride,” Danyal said, defending himself. “Parcisei wanted me to help him with stuff, getting into the good books of the order.”

      “Do me a favor, don’t.”

      “I just want some way to make a living out here and chill out. I can’t go back to Earth, I’m a wanted man, and the empire doesn’t want to see my face.”

      Phylarlie attempted to communicate with the Dark Star as she feared there was no reply. The only way to find out if Trin and the rest had survived the attack was to board it. She piloted the Crimson Arrow toward the Dark Star’s airlock, latching it onto it.

      “So this is the Dark Star, right?” Danyal asked, Phylarlie nodded as she got up and used the side handle bars to pull her body toward the airlock. “Parcisei was going nuts looking for it, something about a gem that he had to get back.”

      Avearan’s gem . . . “Well it’s gone now.”

      The Crimson Arrow’s doors slid open giving the two access to the interior of the Dark Star. Those opened up with ease surprisingly, she thought as she entered and saw why. The side control panel was hotwired, the pirates boarded the ship.

      The decks of the Dark Star were a mess, more so than she remembered when she was last aboard. Bullet holes, floating spent bullets, burn marks, and bits of charred debris floating about were common sight. Sparks flared out from one computer terminal they passed, it caused Danyal to filch and scream as it erupted suddenly. The two searched every section of the ship, well every section which wasn’t exposed to space and the results weren’t good.

      “Pirates must have boarded and took everyone,” Phylarlie said as they entered the main cockpit. “As well as all the loot from the surface.”

      “I’m sorry for all this.”

      “You didn’t do this,” she said as she examined the burnt flight controls and navigation terminals.

      “But I was with them, and in some way part of the team.”

      She fiddled with what systems were working for three minutes. “Looks like it can still someone what move,” Phylarlie said, then activated a flashing screen to display the status of the Dark Star. “Surprising not that much damage was done; just the engines took a hit.”

      “Well it makes sense with what we’ve seen inside, or lack of.”

      “No, I think they wanted the entire ship as well, just didn’t have the power to tow it back to their base.”

      “That means they’ll be back.”

      She interacted with the controls of the Dark Star and began to fly it with the Crimson Arrow still latched onto it. Sub light speeds weren’t an option due to the damage to the engines and controls upfront. Maneuvering thrusters only, thus making them stuck in the sector unless they took the Crimson Arrow.

      Phylarlie guided the Dark Star to a closer orbit with Derkurio. An orbit that would put the ship behind the planet if someone from the asteroid belt were to be scanning and searching for the Dark Star, in particular the region of the asteroid belt where pirates were known to lurk as they attacked unsuspecting rivals, transports, and salvagers. As long as the pirates kept to their known routes, Derkurio should block out their long-range sensor scans.
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* * *

      Buried Linl ship, Derkurio, Morutrin System

      “I have concluded they intend to leave us behind,” Eicelea said, looking at the walls and ceilings of the vault where she Vynei and Odelea remained in for the last several hours.

      It was a scenario Odelea feared, having to choose between dying a slow inside the vault with no food or water. Or taking their chances in the halls only to get ripped apart by the wraith and become one of them should their wounds allow it. “That thought crossed my mind,” Odelea said to her.

      “Then why did you allow them to leave!”

      “Calculated risk. Besides there was nothing stopping the assassin from leaving.”

      Eicelea sat on the floor with her tiny arms crossed. “The Hashmedai made their escape, we too now must plan or means of getting out.”

      Odelea smiled at her and asked. “Are any of you psionic?”

      Eicelea winced. “No . . .”

      “Then we’re trapped, unless Vynei is an excellent marksman.”

      Eicelea rubbed her gloved hands together and looked up toward her Rabuabin bodyguard. “Of course Vynei is! I only hire the best.”

      “I’m just one person, boss,” Vynei said to Eicelea.

      “And now you will become a one-man army that will riddle those monsters with holes.” Eicelea sat up and directed Vynei to the exit of the vault. “Come, come, you will be the sword that will lead us to freedom.”

      Odelea stepped between Eicelea and the vault door. “Let’s give them more time, perhaps they are planning something.”

      “Hashmedai planning to save Radiance? Have you gone mad?” Eicelea said.

      Odelea thought about her recent actions, about the voices that said things to her and forced her to do things she didn’t want to do. Yes, I think I have at times. Odelea thought as Eicelea reached up and pushed on Vynei’s buttocks, forcing him toward the door.

      Vynei grasped onto the vault door’s handle and stopped as a streak of blue light bolted into the room, it briefly illuminated it as Phylarlie had appeared from a jump port. Phylarlie rapidly shoved Vynei’s hand away from the door.

      “I stand corrected,” Eicelea said. “The Hashmedai have gone mad.”

      “Not in the mood to explain,” Phylarlie said to Odelea in the Hashmedai language. “Who wants to go first?”

      Phylarlie individually jumped ported them all back on the Crimson Arrow which was floating above the dig site. With everyone aboard she took the ship back up into space and remained in orbit. She moved the craft to a specific location on the opposite end of the planet.

      Odelea found the environment of the Crimson Arrow to be freezing to say the least. She still wore her environment suit however and activated its heating to bring her body temperature up to more conformable levels. At one point she considered putting the helmet back on to keep her face warm as well. She looked and saw Eicelea and Vynei ended up doing a similar thing during their journey aboard the Crimson Arrow. Hashmedai and their love for the cold, she thought.

      Phylarlie began to speak to Odelea and informed her of their current situation and her desire to remain aboard the Dark Star. Odelea translated what Phylarlie said to both Eicelea and Vynei, then asked Phylarlie. “If the pirates plan to come back for the Dark Star, why are we staying aboard?”

      “They didn’t hit the food stores, probably because they had their hands full with all the hardware from the surface. There’s not much to eat here on the Crimson Arrow, while there’s plenty of food for a crew on the Dark Star.”

      The mention of food reminded Odelea how empty her belly became during the recent events. Her body desired a meal, there was just one problem. “Hashmedai food I assume?”

      “There are nutrient bars which should be safe for you and the Vorcambreum. Rabuabin are omnivores, they can eat our food,” Phylarlie said. “Besides, I’m going after the pirates; I doubt you all want to be aboard the Crimson Arrow when that happens.”

      “A bold move.”

      “As I said, they plan to come back, let’s make sure they can’t. And, if we stand any chance on curing this thing I think we’re going to need access to computer hardware we had salvaged from the Linl ship.”

      Odelea had not considered what the Linl researchers might have uncovered. The Lyonria, wraith, the gods, they were all connected. “They were studying the Lyonria,” Odelea mumbled to herself.

      “Maybe they found something out the rest of us doesn’t know?”

      “It’s possible, this was a major discovery at the time, and all the knowledge was lost during the accident. The wormhole generator is proof of that.”

      Odelea addressed Eicelea and Vynei and explained to them what she and Phylarlie talked about.

      “Ha! I wish her the best, but picking a fight with pirates never ends well,” Eicelea said to Odelea. “We know this too well from experience, this whole system used to be our playground for discovery.”

      The Dark Star came into view from the forward windshield. The Crimson Arrow flew over to it to latch into its airlock. Odelea, Eicelea and Vynei floated toward the airlock entrance, its doors opened and Odelea saw the devastation inside, and realized that she would be alone with the two. She took several deep breaths to keep calm, and prevent her hands from shaking. It was going to be up to her to find a cure and a counter to the wraith before they bought about a fate in the galaxy she’d rather not see happen, she needed to stay calm and focused.

      “If you don’t hear from us within a day, we failed, head to the space port and buy passage on a transport to Morutrin Prime,” Phylarlie said as Odelea, Eicelea, and Vynei floated through the airlock.

      Odelea nodded toward Phylarlie as they crossed the threshold. The doors shut and the Crimson Arrow pulled away and slipped into the void of space at sub light speeds.

      “Why couldn’t she just drop us off at Morutrin Prime?” Eicelea said to Odelea.

      “If she succeeds then this ship will be our base to counter the wraith threat.”

      The three ventured into the cockpit, after meandering around the cold dark corridors of the ship. At one point they were lost for ten minutes, Phylarlie should have at least given us directions to the cockpit.

      “These computers are crude, but will have to make do,” Odelea said, eying the old and damaged Hashmedai hardware.

      Odelea pulled out her a data pad, Eicelea’s data pad, she forgot she never gave it back. She began a search on the knowledge network to see where one could find the environment controls of a ship of this make. Like the Crimson Arrow the temperatures were near freezing and she grew tired of keeping the environment suit on.

      A small sub screen on the top left corner of the data pad flashed blue constantly. Odelea wasn’t sure what to make of it; Eicelea however did and snatched the handheld device out from Odelea’s slender hands.

      “My drone . . .” Eicelea said, tapping the data pad’s screen. “It’s still active.”

      “Really?”

      Eicelea held onto Vynei’s body and pulled upward sending her weightless body higher up. The only time a Vorcambreum could look directly into the face of another species without having to look up while they looked down. She spun around while showing the contents of the data pad’s screen to her. Odelea grinned at what was shown on the data pad. A live video feed from Eicelea’s drone.

      “Scan everything you can find inside,” Odelea said. “The key to our success will be our ability to not only make the cure, but deliver it back to Rasi and Oyuri in a timely manner.”

      “That means finding a way to get the wormhole operational again,” Eicelea said. “A challenging task indeed.”

      Eicelea returned to her data pad, and used its screen to guide the drone throughout the Linl ship, scanning and looking for clues. Odelea moved toward what looked like a computer and began to utilize its research and note taking application. The Dark Star just became her new lab to work, one that was a major downgrade from the one she worked on in the Abyssal Explorer and Rasi R&D mountain complex.

      She started to review what she knew thus far to help her get a better idea where to start. There were a lot of puzzle pieces to handle. The gods made the wraith as some sort of weapon to use during ancient times, this part she knew. The order wanted an army of them for Hannah to use as part of the celestial ascension. The virus that accompanied the wraith was the sole reason the project she was tasked to work on was in the state it was. The order wanted wraith they didn’t want others to get infected and become wraith, what they wanted was humans, ideally those who had psionic potential.

      Telinei’s work on Earth was to find humans that fit that profile, outside of his side projects like Anna Chambers and her prolonged exposure to the gem and the unborn child she was carrying. This was the reason why those selected to flee Earth as refugees during the invasion were selected to board the Explorer. Telinei’s data concluded they would make the strongest wraiths once covered.

      Odelea began to type her data into the computer and wondered why she was allowed to make it this far without her body being controlled. “That’s because you’re on path Telinei was meant to be on,” the voice in her head said to her.

      A cold chill ran down her scaly back.

      And it wasn’t because of the temperatures of the ship.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 13

        

      

    

    
      Whisper Safe house, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      Jazz’s head hurt like a motherfucker.

      He got up to his feet from the cold floor upon realizing he was in the same room he and Vaishea slept in when they first came to this place. He touched the side of his head, it felt sore. He couldn’t remember who had hit him only the events leading up to it.

      Chloe and Vaishea right. Vaishea was being strapped to that operating table, forced down while she screamed, pleaded, cried for help. Her memories were going to be wiped out to make way for Chloe’s to be transferred back into her body, which apparently was originally Chloe’s body to start with. Jazz’s PTSD rage kicked in and things got pretty violent from there as he saw the crew sedate the two of them.

      Then some asshole came in with a pistol whip from behind.

      Yes, Jazz understood that in the end he had no real say. Vaishea was in control of Chloe’s real body and Chloe wanted it back. If he were in that spot he’d demand it too. But overwriting the memories of Vaishea in the process? It was a death sentence, Vaishea would no longer exist, Chloe’s mind returning to her body was murder in his eyes. And there wasn’t anything he could do about it. He failed to save her, much like how he failed to keep Alisha and Hannah out from the order and their twisted plans.

      Jazz left the room and entered the central computer room where various Whisper members worked, diligently observing the crisis on Rasi and beyond. Heurol stood behind one tech with his augmented arms crossed viewing a holographic screen. Jazz walked over and picked up the computer core from the helmet him and Vaishea found on the surface, resting on the table. He held the device up toward his face, wondering if Vaishea had known that putting it down here was going to be one of the last things she did in life before getting erased from existence.

      “Yo,” Jazz said, handing Heurol the computer core. “We found your missing agent. Vaishea said this will provide you the details of their end.”

      “I had a feeling the order got to her before we realized something was wrong,” Heurol said, then handed the device off to a computer tech who loaded the contents of the core into a holo player.

      They watched the contents of the core play; it showed recorded helmet camera footage of Katotea last moments. She was in the lab they had discovered and shoot up prior. Heurol translated to Jazz what was being said in the projection. The order needed humans specifically with psionic potential due to genetic alterations the Lyonria performed on the human race many years ago. Katotea in the projection hacked into a computer in which she saw information regarding a newly discovered wormhole generator deep beneath the surface of the ice. The report theorized that the Lyonria used it to travel to Earth in ancient times; they just don’t know how to activate it.

      Katotea was caught by rangers loyal to the order during her hack. A gun battle broke out and her programmed memories allowed her combat training to resurface. She became a hardcore markswoman from a timid scientist in an instant as she gunned down and killed five order loyal rangers. When she thought she was in the clear, a lone ranger ambushed her and shot her dead. Her body was later tossed out of a transport in the middle of the snow field where Jazz and Vaishea found her.

      The projection ended, Jazz groaned as he rubbed the side of his sore head. “I want things to get simple not more complex.”

      “This changes everything,” Heurol said. “The Lyonria visited your world in the past.”

      “If I’m not mistaken the order was also interested in coming to my home planet long before the invasion.”

      “They must have known about the Lyonria coming to an ancient Earth.”

      “Yo, hook me up with a copy of all that shit,” Jazz said. Eupiar’s smart, she’ll make sense of it all.

      Another stash of valuable intel came into Jazz’s hands as the holographic recording was saved onto a data crystal and a copy given to him. One of the doctors working on transferring Chloe’s mind back into her body shouted toward Heurol. Both him and Jazz returned into the room where Chloe and Vaishea were sedated for the transfer. No, Vaish and Chloe, Vaishea no longer existed.

      Chloe rose, now in her true body, the body Jazz had gotten so used to referring to as Vaishea. “How do you feel?” Jazz asked her.

      “I have fucking migraine.” She examined her body, intrigued at what she saw. She brushed her hands through her short brown hair; Jazz could tell she wasn’t digging Vaishea’s hairstyle. “I feel younger.” She tried to stand, but her movement looked slightly off. “And slightly weaker, Vaishea wasn’t one to workout, was she?”

      “Take it easy, you shouldn’t be moving about just yet,” Heurol said.

      Chloe said. “I’ll rest when I’m dead, we got work to do.”

      Jazz watched Chloe’s personally convey through Vaishea’s body. It was the final reminder that just like that, Vaishea was gone. Jazz looked at Vaish, the Linl body Chloe had been in control previously. She was still sedated, resting on the operating table.

      “What’s her story now?” Jazz asked Heurol.

      “She still only has fragments of her memories now that we removed Chloe’s from her head. From her point of view—”

      Heurol was cut off mid speech as Vaish had awoken from her slumber and leaped off the table. Vaish’s head moved around, her eyes were wide open; she was dismayed at what she saw around her as she began to scream and yell words in the Radiance language.

      “She has no idea where she is or who we are,” Heurol said.

      Vaish attempted to make a run toward the exit only to be tackled by concerned Whisper agents. She fought and struggled with them, she was pissed off as far as Jazz could tell from the tone of her voice. Whatever her plans were, they must have ruined them as she put it the facts together quickly. More Whisper members ran in to subdue her. A medical device was injected into her arm, sedating her once again.

      Jazz and Chloe weren’t surprised of the power she had, after all Chloe had been in control of her body and kept up with the rigorous training EDF members needed. Which brought to Jazz’s mind a new stipulation, Vaishea wasn’t a soldier. Chloe’s body wasn’t as fit and strong anymore as a result.

      “Holy fuck . . .” Chloe said as Vaish’s body was lifted back up onto the operating table.

      “What did she say?” Jazz asked.

      Chloe said. “She said ‘the fleet has awoken’”

      “What fleet?”

      “Don’t know and I guess we never will until we get the rest of her memories back,” Chloe said. “We need to head back to Sol.”

      Heurol laughed at her idea. “Ask the Pelican for a lift?”

      “The Pelican is under control of the order,” Chloe said to him. “They destroyed the Abyssal Explorer and sent people to attack us prior to coming here.”

      Heurol’s laugher turned into a frown. “Are you serious? Because the Pelican is not only the strongest ship in the system, but has the power to order all other Radiance ships to do its bidding.”

      “And made an example out of the Explorer,” Chloe said.

      “Were they any survivors from the Explorer?”

      “Not many, all are stuck on Oyuri.”

      “Fuck,” Heurol said, and ran toward a computer in the central computer area. He began to examine a map of the system, listing the location of all Radiance ships, Chloe and Jazz followed behind. “We’ll have to make contact with them somehow. If what you say is true, then as it stands we and those survivors are the only ones that know the truth and stand a chance at retaking the system.”

      “Retaking the system without a ship? Good luck that,” Chloe said.

      “We need to contact a ship that has the balls to defy the Pelican’s orders and get it to side with us.”

      Heurol changed the screen of the computer to display satellite footage of the surface of Rasi. He saw the conflict growing outside of the walls of the arcology, and zoomed in further to take a look. “You weren’t kidding about the Pelican,” he said. “They just deployed more ground forces. And there’s a ship under attack by psionics.”

      He pointed to the Silver Raven as it circled around, firing its plasma cannons at levitating psionics that attempted to attack it. “That’s the Silver Raven, my ride,” Jazz said. “We probably shouldn’t keep them hanging any longer.” Jazz reached for his communicator, something he probably should have used upon arriving to let them know they made it alive. “Eupiar how goes it?”

      “Vel is getting upset, otherwise fine for now,” her voice transmitted back with static in the background.

      “More psionics just teleported down, along with several transports, ya'll see that?”

      “Yeah, and according to the Pelican’s comm chatter,” Eupiar said. “They’re looking for human survivors. At first, I thought it was you and Chloe, until they mentioned they’re looking for you two as well.”

      “I knew those humans were going to be a liability,” Heurol said to himself.

      “We need to get them off world,” Chloe said to Jazz.

      “How? The Silver Raven doesn’t have enough space.”

      “I’m not flying multiple transports at once again,” Heurol said. “Besides with all the fire power outside, they’ll shoot the transports down in minutes.”

      “Then ya’ll gonna have to keep them safe from not only the wraith but the Celestial Order’s death squads,” Jazz said.

      Heurol rolled his eyes at his comment. “Oh brilliant, why didn’t I think of that.”

      “Yo Eupiar, we’re coming back to ya’ll standby,” Jazz transmitted to her.
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* * *

      Chloe finished the tedious task of swapping the environment suit she had on with the combat armor Vaish wore before she placed Vaish's body inside the environment suit. Jazz took the time to bring her up to date in regard to the wormhole that was discovered, the two agreed it was worth looking in to. It was a surprise considering the long list of conflicts and disagreements she and Jazz shared since their lives along with the galaxy got turned upside-down.

      Jazz picked up Vaish's body with the intent of bring her aboard the Silver Raven. Regardless if the wormhole idea pans out or not, their destination was back to Earth; Vaish's memories existed in a data crystal somewhere in the Sol system, assuming someone found it aboard the JFK in the aftermath of her battle there.

      The two left the safe house minutes later, backtracking through the slums and back up onto the streets of Courelia city. Chloe took point as she was the only one in combat armor and Jazz had his hands full, carrying Vaish's body over his shoulder. They made it back to the airlock they came through evading roaming wraith in the process.

      “So you remember everything eh?” Jazz said as he stopped to secure his helmet along with Vaish's.

      “All of my memories and experiences are back where they belong.”

      “And Vaishea?”

      Chloe opened the airlock doors; she looked out the windows into the darkened skies. The blizzard finally came to an end. “Don’t recall anything. It’s all gone.”

      “Eupiar, same entrance as before,” Jazz said, while they stood before the final airlock door.

      The doors swung open and they stepped onto the rail less raised platform. Both of them saw the Silver Raven still under attack come down toward them. Down below several rangers were seen looking for a way in via the lower airlocks. The snow that covered the platform blew up and scattered in the air as the Silver Raven rapidly swooped down with its door wide open. Chloe ran and leaped aboard first and tossed her rifle aside. She extended her hands outward in a come-the-fuck over now motion as Jazz ran with Vaish’s body still laying over his shoulders like a firefighter making an epic rescue from a burning building. And what a dramatic leap he made, several balls of plasma exploded behind him just as he boarded.

      They were safe, for the time being.

      Jazz moved to place Vaish in cryostats, right next to his shape shifting Aryile science project he picked up on Paryo. With Vaish secured and frozen in time, the two entered the cockpit, in which Veloshira, Eupiar and Destiny waited for them.

      “Now what?” Eupiar asked Jazz.

      Jazz tossed a small data crystal toward Eupiar. She quickly caught it with her quick reflexes. “There’s a mention of wormhole here on the planet,” Jazz said. “Its location was revealed somewhere in the video, find it quickly.” He tossed a second data crystal toward her. “Dunno what the fuck that shit is. Take a look at it later, we found it at the mountain complex.”

      Jazz took a seat next to Veloshira while Eupiar inserted the first data crystal into her laptop and reviewed its contents. As the Silver Raven flew away from the arcology, Chloe noticed the amount of rumbling the ship was receiving from the attacks had subsided. “The psionics seem to be letting up,” she said.

      “Probably too drained from their attacks,” Eupiar said.

      Jazz and Veloshira said words back and forth in the Hashmedai language, the look on his face changed to a more concerned one. “The psionics are the least of our worries,” he said. “They’re trying again with the missiles from orbit.” He looked at Eupiar and asked. “Please tell me you got something?”

      “Found it,” she said. “It’s underwater.”

      “As in below the snow and ice?” Destiny asked her.

      “Yup.”

      Chloe’s understanding of Rasi was that it was a planetary version of Europa a world with a giant thick layer of ice around it and a warm ocean below. The Silver Raven was a space ship, not a submarine. How the fuck are we getting down there with everyone shooting at us? A thought Chloe hadn’t considered when they were still in the safe house.

      “No need to fret,” Eupiar said. “I have a plan to get us underwater, provided Vel approves of it.”

      “Veloshira?” Jazz said to her. Veloshira spoke and Jazz relayed the translation to the rest of the non Hashmedai speaking passengers. “She said its fine and doesn’t see any other option for escape right now.”

      “That sounds like approval to me,” Chloe said. “What’s the plan?”

      Eupiar explained. “First, we need to get close into orbit, as close to the Pelican as we can.”

      “Why?”

      “I need to download files off their databanks; the connection to the backdoor I installed on the Pelican isn’t stable at the moment.” Before she could finish, the Silver Raven rocked, they were under attack, and this time it came from orbit. “The closer my laptop is it the better the signal, not to mention faster download speeds.”

      Jazz relayed what Eupiar said to Veloshira. The Silver Raven arced upward to the skies and accelerated toward the source of their recent hit, the Abyssal Pelican. “What kind of data do you need?”

      Eupiar pushed holoscreen over to Jazz containing a paused image of the video play back he and Vaishea recovered. “This wormhole is Lyonria in origin.”

      “So?”

      Chloe moved in closer toward Jazz to look at the hologram. She saw an oval shaped object resting upright on the floor of the ocean. One that looked just like the object she saw on Oyuri during her strange mind control trance. This device she looked at in the hologram however was larger, defiantly built to send a ship through rather than people like the one on Oyuri.

      “How are we going to use it if we don’t know how their systems work or language? Well lucky for us I might have a solution,” Eupiar said. “I briefly came across a copy of translated files of the Lyonria language done by some scholar. If I had that data, we can better understand how to turn the thing on.”

      The Silver Raven broke away from Rasi’s gravitational pull as it crossed the border into the realm of space. The Abyssal Pelican remained still and forced the Silver Raven to execute slick moves of rolling and dodging as a barrage of plasma missiles soared out from the gigantic dreadnought. Each missile that managed to crash against the Silver Raven dropped its shields by nineteen percent.

      The Silver Raven was down to forty-five percent as they made their final stretch toward their target.
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* * *

      Abyssal Pelican, Rasi orbit, Barnard’s Star system

      “The Hashmedai ship approaches,” Levea said to the bridge crew.

      Peluei the former captain of the Abyssal Pelican debated on their next move. Jainuzei should be the one calling the shots. But he had retreated to his quarters, refusing to accept all requests for him to come to the bridge and take control.

      “Bring us about to face to it,” he said. “Ready forward plasma cannons.”

      “Shall I have our psionics continue guiding missiles?” said one of the main psionics on the bridge.

      “How long until we are within weapons range for the plasma cannons?”

      “Less than two minutes,” Levea said.

      Two minutes, it’s possible we could have it destroyed by then. It’s also possible they’ll slip away if we are hesitant on using the plasma cannons. He thought about his choice awhile longer while pondering what might happen should they miss. The Silver Raven was after all in front of Rasi, a missed plasma bolt could hit the surface and potentially wipe out a city, or one of their ground forces below.

      “Keep firing missiles,” Peluei said. “Helm keep us moving, when they are in range of our forward plasma cannons, let me know.”
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* * *

      Silver Raven, Rasi orbit, Barnard’s Star system

      “Alright do your thing Mary Sue,” Jazz said to Eupiar.

      Eupiar cracked her knuckles then began typing away on her holographic keyboard. She pushed aside the fact that they could be shot down any moment, an unnecessary distraction the task at hand. She looked at her screen and put her expertise to work.

      
        
        
        Accessing Abyssal Pelican network.

        Access granted.

        Radiance Union Navy - Abyssal Pelican network:

        Please state your request.

        Search: User Ure Sinzihea.

        Searching, please standby.

        User: Ure Sinzihea found

        Please enter password

        ***************

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Access granted.

        Show most recent saved files.

        Data package 13539_9 sent by User: Ary Odelea

        Download: Data package 13539_9 sent by User: Ary Odelea Y/N?

        Select save location.

        Datacrystal117:\User\Eupiar

        <DIR> Homework

        <DIR> Cat pictures

        <DIR> My sketches

        <DIR> Pwned websites

        <DIR> Radiance intel

        <DIR> UNE intel

        <DIR> HLF dossier

        <DIR> New files

        Downloading files to Datacrystal117:\User\Eupiar\New files

        0%

        33%

        64%

      

        

      

      “Eupiar?” Jazz asked as the Silver Raven took another hit.

      “Almost got it!”

      
        
        
        69%

        95%

        Download complete.

        Exit Abyssal Pelican network? Y/N?

      

        

      

      “Got it!” Eupiar said jubilantly in English before she said to Veloshira in Hashmedai. “Nose dive us toward the surface.”

      “Nose dive?”

      “Just fly straight toward it Vel.”

      Eupiar saw the freighting sight of the Abyssal Pelican move away from the windshield as the Silver Raven made a hard bank toward the left. Rasi came back into view, a view that began to swell as they got closer and increased speed ever so slightly. This was a nose dive if she ever saw one.

      “Fire the plasma cannons, full power and spread, we need to melt a hole large enough for us to fit through,” Eupiar said.

      Green lights ejected away from the Silver Raven in the form of plasma. It illuminated the thick and dark clouds they sunk into and crashed into the surface they were nearing.

      “Can this even handle underwater?” Jazz asked.

      “I’m assuming so,” Veloshira said. “It can operate in the upper atmosphere of a gas giant.”

      “Good enough for me.”

      “We just need to keep the shields up to prevent water from entering the intake valves,” Eupiar said. “And to survive the impact diving in at these speeds, oh and the crushing water pressure we will be close to the bottom of the ocean floor.”

      “What shields?” Veloshira asked. “The battle has weakened our shields.”

      Eupiar checked the status of their shields, Veloshira was right; they were sitting at twenty-three percent. Too weak, we won’t make it now unless . . . “Vel, stop firing transfer weapons power to shields.”

      “We haven’t broken through the ice.”

      “Nope, we’re going to need some help with that,” Eupiar said as she brought up a holo screen of the estimated position of the Abyssal Pelican. It was a minute away from it aiming its forward plasma cannons toward them. “Slow us down, and let the Pelican shoot its cannons at us.”

      Jazz looked at her with a worried look on his face. “You’re crazy.”

      “I’m totally down for a better idea,” she said to him.

      The Silver Raven slowed and began to circle around in the upper exosphere of Rasi. They evaded the scores of plasma missiles that rained down toward them, goading the Pelican to fire its plasma cannon. The Pelican cannons lined up with the Silver Raven, and fired. The Silver Raven quickly turned away from the blast, avoiding it as it descended toward the surface, while keeping the arcology directly below them.

      No more plasma was fired from the Pelican, they weren’t going to risk vaporizing the colony along with their forces still inside. The huge ball of plasma they narrowly dodged however plunged to the icy surface, melting a gigantic hole in it in the aftermath of the explosion. The Silver Raven with its newfound shield power via taking its weapons offline dove into the waters below.

      The impact into the ocean was rough due to the speed and angle the Silver Raven dove in. It sent a tremor throughout the ship and nearly shattering the shield power they had. The Silver Raven leveled off and moved through the ocean near its surface, to the amazement of everyone aboard. They did it.

      “Anyone following?” Chloe asked.

      Eupiar nodded no. “None that I can detect.” She looked at hologram relaying sensor scans of the surface above them. “Looks like they’re bombing the ice above us.”

      “Let’s move out quickly then, before a glacier breaks off and slams into us,” Jazz said.

      An hour later, the Silver Raven continued to swim through the ocean, its lights up front and the lights from its engines was the only thing that could been seen within the depths of the pitch black dark ocean.

      The aquatic life periodically hit the sides of the shields and skittered away in fear. Eupiar saw something that resembled a humpback whale with no eyes and tentacle like arms stretching away from its front. The tentacle arms worked like feelers for the creature as it swam toward the surface digging through the sand looking for food.

      According to what was learnt from the data crystal Jazz brought aboard, the location of the wormhole was still another forty-five minutes to go. Eupiar pushed away all the holoscreens around her, and began to review the newly downloaded data from the Pelican. Her translation software auto translated the files into English. There was just one problem, Lyonria text . . . Odelea made some break through into not only discovering their language by translating some of it to Radiance. Before Eupiar could proceed further, she accessed the source code of her translator and started the tedious task of updating and reprogramming it.

      “Done at last . . . fucking hell,” she said, thirty minutes later.

      “What’s up?” Jazz asked.

      “Had to add the Lyonria text into my translation software. Of course that scholar only had it translated to Radiance so . . .” She tossed a holo window toward him, showing translated Lyonria text found on Oyuri converted into English. “Here we go, Lyonria translated into English. Now to figure out how to use their tech.”

      “Can’t you just hack into it like everything else?”

      “I wouldn’t know where to start,” she said. “Hacking into UNE, Radiance and Hashmedai is easy since all three programming languages are similar.”

      “Really?”

      “Radiance gave advance tech to the Hashmedai when they first meet, and therefore both computer systems operate almost identical. Humans reversed engineered Hashmedai tech while receiving Radiance tech and married it with their own. Once you master human computers, learning Hashmedai and Radiance is an easy task. Lyonria however . . . that’s computer technology that is truly unknown and alien. Whoever this scholar Odelea is, and the help she got learning about the Lyonria is helping us out a ton right now.”

      “Odelea . . .” Chloe muttered upon overhearing Eupiar from the rear lounge area. She came back into the cockpit and asked her. “You have her files?”

      “Yep.”

      “I remember her,” Jazz said, “She tried to kill me after snatching Hannah.”

      “Then she handed Hannah off to me,” Destiny said as she entered the cockpit as well. “Small world or should I say galaxy?”

      The Silver Raven came to a full stop fifteen minutes later upon reaching their destination, the wormhole. Just like the holovids they examined from earlier, it was a giant shaped oval ten stories tall, five wide. Platforms surrounded it, built by Radiance to study it closer.

      Many of the platforms had computers mounted onto them in which the cabling of them directly connected to the electronics inside the device, assuming Lyonria even uses something like that. The computer workstation installed by Radiance were still functioning, the wormhole generator itself however wasn’t, according to the poorly secured network connection Eupiar managed to access with her laptop.

      “This looks like it,” Chloe said. “Our ticket back to Earth.”

      “If we can pull this off . . .” Jazz said.

      “Then those refugees with the Whisper can finally make it back home,” Chloe said.

      “Guess that makes us the lab rats,” Eupiar said as she read over the newly scanned data.

      “Those platforms, what do you make of it?” Destiny asked Eupiar.

      “Seems Radiance . . . or the order whoever it was, was studying it, trying to figure out its secrets.” Eupiar brought up a holo screen containing Odelea translated notes. “Odelea’s package here refers more to some weird structure on Oyuri and how to activate it.”

      “So it was her,” Chloe mumbled. “I was there, well in the other body that is, when that fortress started to power up suddenly. She not only figured out their language, but how to use it to activate their technology.”

      “Odelea must be quite the prodigy then,” Eupiar said. “Because what I’m reading from the data banks Radiance couldn’t make heads or tails on how this wormhole device works, then there was still the language barrier.”

      “Well Odelea was a language expert,” Chloe said. “It was the sole reason she was chosen to speak for Radiance when they first made contact with Earth. If I remember correctly, she speaks all six dialects of Radiance, Hashmedai as well as thousands of the languages spoken on Earth.”

      “That’s fucked,” Jazz said. “After I learned Hashmedai and Rabuabin with those language learning interfaces, I tried to learn Linl . . . didn’t work out so well.”

      “Well remember, you’re human, she’s Aryile, they might be more evolved than us,” Chloe said. “They already have higher resistances to radiation and are less likely to suffer from the bone problems we do from being in zero-g for long periods of time.”

      As they talked, Eupiar hacked into the computers around the platform that were connected to the oval gate. Several key strokes later combined with her eyes moving back and forth from Odelea’s information and her main screen she revealed. “If we’re so inferior.” She pointed toward the windshield, lights around the oval gate powered on. “Then why did I just turn this thing on?”

      “You’re half Hashmedai, you don’t count!” Jazz shouted.

      “How the fuck did you do that so quickly?” Chloe asked her.

      “The computer interfaces Radiance had along the sides of the gate linked into its systems,” she said. “Using Odelea’s notes and my newly updated translator, I basically used the Radiance’s computers to send a signal to the gate.”

      “Just like that?”

      “They weren’t that far off from figuring it out, they just lacked the knowledge of the Lyonria language and how their computers work to activate it.”

      The center of the oval shaped gate flashed a bright blue, then transformed into stars hanging in the vastness of space. The water around the gate started to crystallize rapidly. “The water is freezing,” Jazz said.

      “The gate directly connects to space so that would make sense,” Chloe said. “With that said, if we’re going to do this, we better hurry before the ice is too thick to break.”

      Jazz instructed Veloshira to plow forward while strengthening the forward shields. The distance of six light years was crossed in a matter of seconds as the Silver Raven flew through the gate and smashed through the layer of ice forming around it. Behind them as they passed through was another oval shaped gate floating amongst dormant comets and tiny asteroids. From the prospective of those on the Silver Raven, it looked like a doorway in space, leading into the center of a dark ocean on an alien world.

      The transition from light gravity to no gravity in less than a second was interesting to Eupiar. It wasn’t like traveling to space where the gravity slowly went away over a period of a few seconds. Eupiar checked the Silver Raven’s navigational systems to learn where they had landed. The locations of the stars were similar to the starts found in the skies of Earth. “We made it,” Eupiar said, with a glowing smile. “We’re back in Sol!”

      “Where?” Jazz asked her.

      Eupiar double-checked her computer as it completed its analysis and revealed their estimated location in the system. “Kuiper belt according to this, the ass end of Sol. It will take us at least five days to get to Earth.”

      Jazz relayed their new discovery and game plan to Veloshira, she groaned and said. “Earth, we should return to the empire, we have the advantage now.”

      “We still need a way to get those humans back to safety,” Jazz said to her in Hashmedai. “And I’m not going to lie, Destiny, Eupiar and I came out her to get Hannah back, would be nice if we can finish that task.”

      Veloshira snorted. “Not my concern.”

      “Sounds like there’s an issue?” Chloe asked.

      “Veloshira’s just a little home sick,” Jazz said. “Our main job regardless is getting those humans through this gate and back to Earth.”

      “We need to contact the UNE then.”

      Jazz, Destiny and Eupiar all spun around and looked at Chloe with a ‘seriously?’ look on their faces. None of them were cool with UNE for various reasons.

      “’Course you’d suggest that . . .” Destiny mumbled.

      Chloe crossed her arms as she slowly floated upward. “If you got a better idea on getting those people back to Earth I’m all ears. Last time I checked your friends in the HLF are gone.”

      “She’s, right,” Jazz said slowly. “Getting those people outta there is going be a major rescue op, one we don’t have the space to do.”

      “We can tell the UNE of the location of this wormhole,” Chloe said. “They’ll send ships and a team of commandos in to get everyone back home—”

      A section of the ceiling exploded unexpectedly, raining sparks and tiny burning bits of debris shooting down. The computer station where Eupiar plugged her laptop into sparked and flared seconds later. Everyone took cover, shielding their face with their arms until the sparks stopped spraying.

      “The fuck is it now,” Jazz said, brushing away smoking from his face.

      “Plasma conduit overloaded,” Veloshira said, climbing back into her chair. “This ship has taken a lot of damage.”

      “Yep, that overload just fucked up this terminal.” Eupiar floated out of her chair to check the hardware below. “Oh yeah, she’s done,” Eupiar said as smoke billowed from the components inside.

      “We got scanning, navigation, that’s about it,” Veloshira said.

      “Any of you experts at repairing a Hashmedai ship?” Jazz asked in English.

      “The computers shouldn’t be a problem if I can get spare parts,” Eupiar said. “As for everything else?”

      “We’re fucked?”

      “Wing it and hope for the best.”

      “There’s still the issue of parts,” Chloe said.

      “Ah fuck, one thing at a time,” Jazz said, and kicked his way back to the rear and out of the cockpit. Eupiar didn’t blame him, the cold air in the cockpit might have been somewhat comfortable for her nice for Veloshira. But the three humans? They needed to warm up in the other parts of the ship that had warmer temperatures. “In the meantime let’s head toward the inner planets.”

      “I’ll keep an eye out for UNE ships,” Eupiar said.

      “Five days to get back . . .” Destiny said, joining Jazz. “Guess it’s time for a cryo nap to pass the time?”

      “Absolutely not!” Eupiar said.

      “I agree with her, I haven’t had a really good night’s sleep in ages,” Jazz said. “A five-day break would be fantastic about now.”

      “Well I brought plenty of rations for all,” Destiny said

      “If ya’ll need me, I’mma be chilling in my room back here,” Jazz said.
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* * *

      Jazz entered his cabin as the doors behind him slid shut, cutting off all the stress and anxiety he had to deal with temporarily. There wasn’t much in his cabin, a bed that could be folded and stored inside the wall, a small table magnetized to the floor. To the right of him was a closet that held a bag of his belongings he brought with him from his apartment on Morutrin Prime, sans his data pad, whatever the fuck happened to that.

      He placed a pair of earphones on, it was connected to a music player that was given to him on his last visit to Earth. Most of the songs he had on it were old school hip-hop and R&B, though he was meaning to update it with some of the more recent stuff Eupiar had on her laptop. He interacted with the tiny holoscreen of the music player and loaded a playlist that consisted of early 90s music, the stuff his mother used to play on the radio when she drove him home from school.

      He went to kick back and relax upon realizing, he was still wearing the environment suit. How many fucking hours have I had this on? He stripped out of it at last, then out of the lab outfit he had under it. A shower was needed, a space shower, being a wet towel as the Silver Raven had no running water systems to bathe in, how could you with no gravity?

      Much better, he thought after his space shower.

      He was clean, refreshed, with a fresh pair of clothes on that he brought with him.

      Jazz wrapped himself in the blanket from his bed, and molded it into a makeshift zero-g sleeping bag. He positioned his floating body in a comfortable spot and shut his eyes, day one of a five-day vacation was about to start.

      Jazz was asleep for twenty minutes before he was awakened by a knock on his cabin’s door. He grunted and told them via the intercom they could enter. To his surprise, it was Chloe.

      “What is it?” he said.

      She entered and waited for the doors to slide shut before she said anything. “Jazz?”

      “Yes?”

      She looked around, wide eyed and placed her hands across her mouth. “I can’t believe it.”

      “What is it Vaughan?”

      “Jazz it’s me, Vaishea. I’m alive.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 14

        

      

    

    
      ESV Winston Churchill, Titan orbit, Sol system

      Xavier saw the reflection of his haggard face in the glass sliding door leading into the habitat ring infirmary. His hair was a mess, while snoot mixed with small blood gashes covered his face. As for his uniform, don’t get him started on that.

      A dejected facial expression appeared on his face upon seeing the sheer number of ship personnel inside the infirmary. All the beds were taken; many of the injured were forced to stay on the floor as doctors treated their wounds. In the far corner were several body bags, he hesitated to count how many brave men and women were inside. Those that were still alive had similar looks to one another, they were covered in blood and burns. It wasn’t hard to pick out those that were injured during the battle and those from direct combat with the Hashmedai. Those that engaged in combat and were still alive were missing body parts.

      Private Karen Park was one of the few lucky personnel that got stabbed and managed to live. Xavier saw Chris and Sarah check up on their newest EDF recruit as she remained in critical condition. Corporal Tom Richards wasn’t so lucky, he was pronounced dead less than thirty minutes ago. Xavier would never forget the young man’s sacrifice and the rage that enveloped Jacob Milles upon learning that Richards, someone that used to serve under him didn’t make it.

      Dr. Gordon Pike left several injured crew in the hands of nurses as he saw Xavier approach him, his medical gown was covered in bloody hand prints. The two stepped off to the side to speak. “How bad is it doc?” Xavier asked him.

      “Twenty-seven dead, forty-three injured ten of them critical.” Pike led Xavier to a section of the infirmary kept apart from the rest. There was a white curtain covering the medical beds on the inside of the closed off area while three marines stood guard with their rifles in hand. “Then we have our visitors here.”

      Pike guided the captain inside were he saw two Hashmedai being treated, a female guardian and a male warrior. The two Hashmedai that supposedly turned against their own kind to help the crew, though Xavier wasn’t buying it. Ella stood next to the two, well Avearan according to the EDF team that brought her back up from Titan. She was treating their wounds with her medical scanner and flesh regenerator along with the assistance of EVE.

      After a long pause Xavier gave his thoughts on the situation, a simple. “Well fuck me.”

      “Tell me about it,” Pike said. “I’ll let you figure out what to do with them after they’re done with them.”

      Xavier looked at Avearan. “So you’re mending them eh? Does this mean Dr. Lynn is back?”

      “Dr. Lynn is still in control of my body,” Avearan said to him.

      “Can I relay a message to her?”

      “You can’t, her body is under control of a powerful psionic force,” she said. “It’s like, mind control. Whatever they wish for her to do, she does it without question.”

      “Who are they?”

      “The goddess . . .” she said as she passed her scanner over the face of the female guardian. “Long story, I’ll be happy to share with you once I’m done.”

      Xavier directed his attention to the Hashmedai with his arms crossed. “What do you make of this EVE?”

      “She seems to be able to access Dr. Lynn’s knowledge of xenobiology,” EVE said. “Between that and information stored in my databanks, these two Hashmedai should be able to make a full recovery.”

      “I mean, what’s your take on these two?” he said pointing at their Hashmedai patients.

      “The male came to my aid during the incursion while the female defeated two others, the ones that were responsible for Corporal Richards death at that,” EVE said. “They had the advantage to attack me, but choose not to. I believe they are defectors.”

      “Or it’s a trick, and their waiting for us to lower our guard.”

      “Believe what you want,” the female Hashmedai said in English. Xavier’s head jerked backward slightly as a result. “But we’re not your enemy.”

      “You speak English?” he asked her.

      Nodding yes, she said. “My name is Onatiasha Ladyknight of the imperial guard.”

      He grimaced, unsure of what do next, shake her hand in greeting? “Captain Martin Xavier.” Onatiasha was surprisingly polite, all things considered, she desired that much, a formal introduction from him.

      “When you are free captain, I wish to speak with you,” Onatiasha said. “There’s more about this war you need to know.”

      “I’m all done here, if you want to chat,” Avearan said.

      “Good,” Xavier said. “Throw them in the brig.”

      “What?”

      “We’ll talk Ms. Ladyknight, during an interrogation.” Sorry miss, I can’t take chances with my crew in the condition they are in.

      Xavier asked for the three marines posted outside to enter and escort Onatiasha and her friend away to the brig. The two didn’t put up a struggle and accepted what was coming willfully before being dragged out of sight.

      As Xavier watched them leave the infirmary, Avearan stood next to him and asked. “Want me to go with them? For old times’ sake?”

      “That thought crossed my mind, but lucky for you EDF went through a lot of trouble to get the black site’s staff to hand you over to us,” Xavier said. “On that note, what else can you tell me about your translations of the data?” The prime reason we came here in the first place.

      “I wasn’t able to get more out of it,” Avearan said. “The Hashmedai has access to a weapon of some sort, eight of them that’s all I can gather and the coordinates of Earth, though that shouldn’t be much of a surprise right now.”

      “EVE,” Xavier said to the android.

      “Yes, Captain?”

      “What became of yer friend you made in the lab?”

      EVE moved over to a body bag inside their sealed off section. The two followed behind her as she opened it exposing what was inside. The corpse of Lex Terry with his partly burned to a crisp chest, dressed in Hashmedai assassin attire.

      “And him,” Xavier said, directing Avearan’s attention to the body. “What do you know?”

      “A human male, wearing Hashmedai assassin gear,” Avearan said, with a snarky tone of voice.

      “I can see that, what else?”

      “Male, very handsome.”

      “Oh blast!” Xavier said as he rolled his eyes.

      “What else do you want me to say?”

      “The survivor from the outpost we picked up, transformed a Hashmedai assassin, then reverted back after being killed.”

      “Really?”

      EVE added. “His body transmuted from a human form to Hashmedai, my bio scans showed that during this time his DNA was that of a Hashmedai.”

      Avearan lifted her medical scanner up and waved it around the body before them. The results of the scan appeared in front of them via a holographic window. A DNA strand and several red pulsing lights appeared around several sections of the strand. Xavier was no doctor, but suspected something wasn’t right judging by the light lights and strange beeps.

      “So I take it this isn’t something normal with Hashmedai?” he asked.

      “No, this is very strange if what you’re saying is the truth,” Avearan said.

      “It does however explain what happened to the outpost, Captain,” EVE said to Xavier.

      “How so?”

      “Theoretically speaking, this Hashmedai transformed into Petty officer Terry, boarded the station then used the device we found to infect it with malware.”

      “Right you mentioned that thing was full of the malware.”

      “That is correct, a computer virus designed to damage the mind shield and allow Hashmedai psionics to teleport aboard. That is most likely what happened to the outpost.”

      “And now we’ve been infected huh?”

      “Along with the Wilfrid Laurier I’m afraid,” EVE said. “The virus accessed our network and began to spread to them and attempted to infect the rest of the UNE fleet before I terminated all network activity for both ships.”

      “How soon can we get this malware out of our systems?” Xavier said.

      “It is a difficult task, one that will take some time as some of my functions has been infected as well. It is indeed a complex design, whoever designed it knew my computing was going to prevent it from performing correctly.”

      “No network, so communication is out of the question?”

      “That is correct, Captain,” EVE said. “Speaking with any other ship may put them at risk of contamination. We can communicate with the Wilfrid Laurier, only because they have already been infected.”

      “What about the QEC?”

      “Not recommended as well. We will only be spreading the malware to all computers at Earth Cube, which would theoretically spread to all of Earth and the rest of the Solar system.”

      EVE’s reveal helped put things into prospective for Xavier. The Winston Churchill and Wilfrid Laurier were cut off from the UNE as far as data transmissions went. Not even transports or Solaris fighters could be contacted, thus meaning the evacuation transports from Titan and the hordes of Solaris fighters escorting it were on their own for the time being.

      “Thank you, EVE,” Xavier said as he directed his attention toward Avearan. “Now what are we going to do with you?”

      “I have access to Dr. Lynn’s medical knowledge,” Avearan said. “And apparently I’m a better doctor than the ones you have.”

      Cheeky little one, Xavier thought. “Enlighten me.”

      Avearan stretched the size of the hologram in front of her larger with her hands. Afterward she began to point toward the projection of Terry’s DNA strand with the red glowing spots still radiating from it. A secondary image appeared next to it and she began to compare the two.

      “His DNA right now isn’t a hundred percent human,” Avearan said. “And this one right here?” Avearan pointed to the new hologram that loaded. “This data is based off the bio scans EVE performed when he was supposedly a Hashmedai. Similar to what we’re seeing right now, he was a Hashmedai but his DNA wasn’t a hundred percent Hashmedai, was spliced with DNA from another species.”

      “Human perhaps when he was in his Hashmedai form then vice versa?” Xavier said. “He was able to shift back and forth between the two.”

      “No, in fact they are no traces of human DNA anywhere with the data EVE gathered, and there’s no Hashmedai DNA inside his body now,” she said, having gained Xavier’s undivided attention. “It isn’t DNA from the five Radiance races either; it’s of a completely unknown species.”

      “EVE long shot, but do you recognize it with anything from your Radiance databanks?”

      “Standby,” EVE said as she performed a quick search. “I do not, Captain.”

      “Last time I checked they’re only seven intelligence races in the galaxy,” Xavier said.

      “Correction Captain, seven known, studied, and cataloged,” EVE said. “There is however mention of another species in my Radiance database, an extinct one known as the Lyonria. It is however unknown if this unidentified gene is from that race, as no remains of the Lyonria race have been found, only the ruins of their cities.”

      Ancient ruins shape shifters, Ella and Avearan’s bodies swapped, goddesses . . . Xavier faced Avearan, his mouth twisted as he processed everything in his head regarding their new findings and what they’d discovered within the last two months.

      “Penny for your thoughts?” Avearan asked him.

      “I think I’m ready to have that chat with you,” Xavier said to her.

      Avearan looked toward a new group of injured crew members that entered the infirmary with a dire need of medical attention. “Can it wait until we’re in a better shape here?”

      Xavier agreed surprised that she was willing to put in the effort to help the crew given her background. They were shorthanded in the aftermath and alone in the vastness of space, he’d take whatever help he could have gotten at that point.

      Xavier left the infirmary and proceeded to engineering, worried that they might be shorthanded as well. Inside he saw a handful of men and women in their orange coveralls float next to blackened sections of the engine room with their tools and welder’s visors equipped. Chief Weerasinghe was directing traffic as he had a checklist of urgent tasks that needed to be completed on his holo pad as Xavier loomed next to him.

      “Chief how goes it?”

      “Bad sir.”

      “Define bad.”

      “We’re right back to where we started after the encounter with the two destroyers.”

      “I thought the crew from the Wilfrid Laurier helped speed things up?”

      “We weren’t a hundred percent finished. The Hashmedai that boarded did a lot more damage than we thought with the fighting.”

      “How soon can we be ready to depart?”

      “Captain I won’t lie to you, we’re no shape for travel, I need more time.”

      “The Wilfrid Laurier never got the chance to pick up all their people, put them to work.”

      “A lot of those folks plus a few of my own are dead or dying in the infirmary right now.”

      “Give me a number, how many hours do you figure.”

      “Three maybe four—”

      “That’s not bad at all—”

      “Days, sir.”

      “Fuck me!” Xavier yelled then grunted. “You got two days max Chief.”

      “If you can get the doctors to clear some folks to get released and return to duty I can do that, but as it stands that’s not even remotely possible, we’re all working double shifts, many of us haven’t had the chance to sleep since the Uranus encounter, others are still traumatized at the Hashmedai invasion.”

      “This is war son, these things happen.”

      “With all due respect sir, these people aren’t combatants they’re engineers. I can only push them so far before they breakdown and start making stupid mistakes, mistakes that might get us killed in the next battle.”

      “Every day we idle here, gives the Hashmedai a chance to come back for a second attack, or worse, plow toward Earth. We have no comms or network access due to the malware, we need to be able to move at the very least.”

      “I’ll do my best sir.”

      “So two days chief?”

      Weerasinghe gave Xavier a subtle smile and nod, Xavier patted him on the back and took his leave, eying the overworked and understaffed engineering crew as they continued to make repairs.
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* * *

      Geneva, Earth, Sol system

      The President of Earth Mariana Salamanca sat in her presidential limo and waited while her security detail performed a double check at the Radiance temple they parked in front of in a in a nearby residential community. She was among the eight percent of Geneva’s human population that converted to Radiance’s religious beliefs in the worship of their three gods. War was coming to the inner planets of Sol, she needed guidance as well provide justification for keeping this particular temple open in the aftermath of Radiance’s continuing withdrawal from Earth.

      A human partaking in worship of the Radiance gods was nothing new. But after the takeover of the ESV John F. Kennedy by human believers that were indoctrinated by the Celestial Order, it had become an increasing controversial subject. Especially for President Salamanca as she had converted to the religion weeks before the attack. Keeping her beliefs a secret during this time was critical for she knew it would be used against when came elections. If there ever were elections, if the Hashmedai did make it to Earth there would be one of two outcomes. Earth takes Radiance’s offer and joins the union, or they get wiped out.

      Her security detail performed several checks to ensure that that the temple was safe and that there were no signs of Celestial Order activity inside or outside. The last thing Earth needed was an indoctrinated President supporting the order, it was bad enough she signed off several executive orders that suppressed news about the imperial fleet, the wormhole next to Uranus and the recent battles out in the far end of the system, she needed people to stay calm and productive, and most of Radiance to take their time to flee Earth.

      Crimei and the rest of the recalled Radiance personnel were still huddled up in their embassies as they awaited their lift out of Sol. Crimei knew of the attack at Uranus and not much else after that. If things were to get dire she would rather admittance in Radiance to be as quick as possible. Joining the union to save Earth would be pointless if Crimei and the rest of his people were already on ships fleeing the system because of the Hashmedai. Thankfully ESP was much more effective if one were aboard a ship, than on a planet. The psionics in the embassy wouldn’t detect the Hashmedai fleet until they reached Mars, and that was assuming they were looking in the first place.

      Her holo phone rang, she thumbed the display and a small holographic projection of UNE Fleet Admiral Mohammed Singh image appeared as she picked up the call.

      “Please tell me you have some good news,” Salamanca said.

      “Nothing new, since the Winston Churchill and Wilfrid Laurier vanished,” Singh said. “I think it’s safe to assume both ships were lost with all hands.”

      “I want visual conformation before we come to that conclusion.”

      “It’s going to be hard, with the Hashmedai presence in that sector. Never mind the fact we have forced all non-combatant personnel to evacuate the gas giants. Nobody except the fleet can monitor that region of space, even then they are still regrouping their rendezvous point.”

      “Keep me posted, if anything new happens.”

      “Of course, madam President.”

      The call ended and she exited her limo to partake in the sermon, and offer a prayer to the gods for victory in the face of the Empire and the Celestial Order.
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      Abyssal Pelican, Rasi orbit, Barnard’s Star system

      There were two things that bothered Jainuzei more than anything–Interruptions in his meditation, and being told news that didn’t make sense at all to him. Such as the disappearance of the Silver Raven beneath the frozen surface of Rasi. Impossible . . . he moaned internally as he stood next to the intercom in his room.

      “How does a ship simply vanish like that?” he said.

      “Unknown sir,” a bridge officer said.

      “Keep searching for it, it must be somewhere,” he said. “Also search Courelia city, I want to know exactly where they went and why.”

      He ended the transmission, by slamming the side of his fist onto the intercom control terminal. The Silver Raven could not have left the planet let alone the system, he knew this based on the data that was shown to him. They had to have been hiding somewhere on the surface along with the humans that escaped the mountain research complex. Two valuable targets, hiding below them and none of their psionics or rangers had any idea where to start their search.

      Unless perhaps they have been infected. If that was the case they probably joined the hordes of wraith wandering around in Courelia and the arcology that it rests inside. In any case, it’s a mess he needed to deal with, and one that might have been less of an issue had he been on the bridge during the last encounter with the Silver Raven.

      He groaned and released a bit of the streets that had built up inside him. Life as a ship’s officer, he wasn’t cut out for it, his place was on the field of battle, not on the bridge sitting in a comfortable chair telling people what to do. The temptation to find Dalhakei’s body grew stronger. With his death confirmed, Jainuzei would not be obligated to be in command, the captain can take his soft chair back, and Jainuzei can return to pledging his life toward pleasing the three gods and follow the one true path.

      “That part of your technique?” Alisha asked as she leaned on the side of the wall, staring at him.

      Jainuzei smiled at her, impressed how she could move in closer without him noticing. His thoughts must have gripped him harder than he thought, and it was her lovely voice that pulled him back into the real world. “Complications with our mission,” Jainuzei said to her. “It does not require my direct guidance right now however.”

      “What’s for dinner?”

      “Dinner?”

      “I’m hungry, feed me.”

      Humor, this is good, she’s feeling a bit better. Jainuzei exited his room and joined Alisha in the main central area of his quarters. He glanced at the small table next to the couch she was resting on earlier, and became contemplative in regard to what he should do to lift her morale and make her become the happy person he knew, even during a dire situation like this.

      “I could arrange to have something special made and brought here from the galley,” he said.

      She crossed her arms and asked. “Is it going to be some bland military stuff?”

      “Perhaps, however there are skilled chefs aboard who prepare higher quality meals for the higher-ranking personnel, such as myself.”

      “And me?”

      “Yes, and you,” he said. Alisha smiled at his response. “I shall see what I can do.”
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* * *

      Torval tossed a damp towel in the corner of his quarters. The sweat that covered his face was a reminder of the toll his body was taking due to being aboard a ship built for Radiance races in mind. He adjusted the temperature control to his quarters the instant he gained access to it, but the lingering heat was still around, the air vents up top were taking their time blowing in frigid air for his Hashmedai body.

      That was the least of his concerns however, for his stay on the ship was looking like a more permanent one rather than temporary. The portable aether space communicator he brought with him failed to establish a connection with Kasidey, his ride back to the empire. After eighteen repeated attempts at trying to contact her and her Lyonria made transport, he attempted to connect with Fahia.

      A link was made, a sign that the communicator wasn’t broken as he was starting to suspect. A small screen appeared showing Fahia’s face, she was as usual surrounded by prayer candles within the ancient temple on Paryo. “Torval, how is life aboard the Pelican?”

      “Not good,” he said to her. “We failed. I brought Hannah the incorrect gem from the palace.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Kroshka has the gem linked with Emelia.”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” she said with a disappointed look.

      “Have you been able to contact Kasidey?”

      “I haven’t tried recently.”

      “She is the only one of our associates that can freely open wormholes. She brought me here and was supposed to come back to get me.”

      “There is Noylarlie.”

      “She may be helping us, but still refuses to join our cause, nor has her mind seen the truth path.”

      “If Kasidey has been compromised,” Fahia said. “Then Noylarlie will be the only person that can deliverer the correct gem to you once we acquire it. We’ll have to trust her like, much like how Yominv trusts her now.”

      “Keep me posted,” were his parting words to her as he shut off the device and stood to walk around his quarters, lost in thought. The thought of what would become of his life should Hannah not get the results she wants.

      She made him turn Dalhakei’s head into a bloody mess, the imagery of that event had not left his mind nor the fear of him possibility suffering the same fate as that old man. Hannah entrusted him with two tasks, find the correct gem and bring Alisha to her. Both tasks terrified him, what if Alisha rejects what became of Hannah? Would she take her rage out on him?
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* * *

      Jainuzei placed his elegantly polished cutlery onto the surface of his dinner plate. A dinner plate that had nothing left on it with the exception of the remains of his roasted vegetables meal. Alisha too followed suit seconds later with the expression of satisfaction on her face and it was her satisfied looks that helped put his mind at ease, she was happy, and therefore he was as well. All what remained was to finish their drink, Neviz red wine from Aervounis. Alisha took several sips of the sweet and crisp beverage, taking in the scent of its aroma as she swirled the glass in her hands, gazing into Jainuzei’s eyes.

      “That was quite the meal you managed to strong-arm,” she said.

      “You are a noncombatant and not a member of the crew. As long as you are aboard I want you to have a sense of normalcy. Meals, a place to stay, entertainment, let me know and I will make it happen for you.”

      “Thank you, that’s very sweet of you,” Alisha said before finishing her drink. “So if I may ask, what is the game plan?”

      Jainuzei’s face flinched slightly. “Game plan?” he asked.

      “Are we going to be stuck here forever on this ship? Do you see an end for the problems in the system?”

      “Everything is under control,” Jainuzei said, hoping she’d accept his explanation. “I have people on the surface containing the situation. In the next two weeks, this will all be over.”

      “And?”

      “And after that I want to take time off and help you find a new home.”

      “Are you saying my home on Rasi will be gone?”

      “Your home on Rasi existed because of the work you did. If you enjoy living there we can always push to having it restored should it be damaged. But, I feel you would rather live elsewhere.”

      “Perhaps,” she said. “Any suggests other than Earth?”

      “What is wrong with Earth?”

      “Nothing, just want to consider my options. I miss it don’t get me wrong, but if there are better opportunities, I’d like to take them. Besides, how many people on Earth follow the one true path of the gods?”

      Jainuzei reclined backward on his chair and smiled. Alisha’s mind was still attuned to the teachings of the order, for now, the two of them were slowly becoming more like minded day by day. “Several humans on Earth to my research have converted to Radiance beliefs, but.”

      “None of them believe the word of the order like us.”

      “That will change.”

      “Until then.” She folded her hands together and leaned closer toward him. “Give me suggestions.”

      Jainuzei’s gaze shifted toward his room, more specially the window above his bed, where the star filled void of space was seen. He looked at it for several seconds, thinking where amongst the stars were Alisha could find happiness, be free from the endless wars and corruption while the Celestial Order forces the galaxy to accept their way.

      “Aervounis, my home world,” he said finally.

      “Go on.”

      “It is a warm world by the standards of your people,” he said, looking back at her, enjoying watching her warm smile. “Vast oceans, cities that float in the skies, some of them as high as the clouds.”

      “Like the Caribbean, just larger and not on the surface,” she said. “Sounds fun, when do we leave?”

      Jainuzei was surprised how quickly she accepted that. “We?”

      “I’m going need someone to keep me company and show me around.”

      “My home on Aervounis . . .” He paused and remembered what happened the last time he was there. “I am no doubt not welcomed there. I will need to find a new home.”

      “As would I, we can do it together.”

      Jainuzei got up from his chair and walked into his room, asking Alisha to join him. They stood next to the window above his bed as he pointed toward a bright star in the distance. She leaned in closer toward his large muscular arm to get a better fix on the star in particular he was pointing at. “There, that star,” he said. “That is the star Aervounis orbits.”

      Several minutes passed as the two continued to gaze out into space. Jainuzei pointed out several other stars where Radiance had colonies set up, even pointed out Sol. He paused briefly during his explanation while he felt Alisha’s hand stroke his lower back as she rested her head on top of his broad shoulders.

      He felt the need to do more, than just talk. Hold her, embrace her.

      The door chime to his quarters rang, interrupting their moment.

      “One moment,” he said to her as he left to open the door and see who was it that had to speak with him in person. And couldn’t be bothered to ask if it was okay to swing by.

      The doors slid open, Torval stood behind them, the Hashmedai Assassins’ Guild master.

      “What is it?” Jainuzei asked him sternly.

      “I must speak with Alisha,” Torval said in the Radiance language.

      “We are a bit busy—”

      “It’s okay Jai,” Alisha said.

      Jainuzei spun around; Alisha had followed behind him and subsequently over heard.

      “Jai?” he asked her with a raised eyebrow.

      “It’s a cute shortened version of your name,” Alisha said. “I used to call Jason ‘Jay’ all the time. Jai . . . Jay it’s almost the same.”

      Jainuzei allowed Torval cross into his quarters, and speak directly to Alisha. “I’ll get right to the point,” Torval said. “Your daughter Hannah.”

      Alisha’s face light up. “What do you know of her?”

      “I know you are new to the order, but you might have by now came across a vision with her, a vision the gods—” Torval stopped abruptly at the word gods. His aged Hashmedai skin grew pale before he continued. “Er, the gods wished you too, see.”

      “I have. We have,” Alisha said, staring at Jainuzei.

      “Hannah is here in the system, on Oyuri and she requested to see you in person.”

      Alisha crossed her arms and asked Torval. “How is this possible, how did she get here?”

      Torval explained. “It’s a long story, one I’m sure Jainuzei can explain better than me.” Jainuzei saw Alisha glare at him in a negative way as Torval said. “But the shortened version is she is a gift given to us. We knew there was going to be a day when she was going to be born on Earth. The gods . . .” Torval once again stopped at the mention of the word gods. Jainuzei’s face twisted, as he pondered why could get him to become so worked up over that.

      Torval’s mind has been tempered for several years much like all Hashmedai within the order. He shouldn’t have any doubts about the existence of the true will of the gods.

      Torval continued. “Err they wanted her to exist and help lead the order into bringing in a new galaxy where these petty conflicts can be put behind us.”

      “I wish to finish our search here on Rasi,” Jainuzei said. “However, if Hannah made this request we must honor it. Furthermore . . . Alisha this is your daughter, I would imagine you’d like to reconnect with her.”

      “Do what you need to do,” Torval said, “I’m just the messenger.”

      “Thank you, Torval,” Alisha said to him, and he took his leave. Jainuzei and Alisha were alone once again.

      “As you can see, this is why the order’s work is important,” Jainuzei said to her. “Only by following the truth path could we see Hashmedai and Radiance races working together.”

      “And humans?”

      “Of course! Humanity role is important in the grand scheme of things.”

      “So take it from the top,” Alisha said with crossed arms and mildly irritated frown on her face.

      “Top?”

      “By explaining everything you and the order know about my daughter. Something you probably should have explained once we both realized who she was to me.”

      “Ah yes.” She’s upset again, gods help me!

      “Communication Jai. It’s the key to a health relationship, and you just dropped the ball. Time to redeem yourself now.”

      Jainuzei kept his body language under wraps as he walked toward the wall mounted intercom. He gave an order to the bridge crew to break orbit and enter sub light speed on a course toward Oyuri. A small team of rangers and psionics were left behind on Rasi to continue the search of the missing human subjects and to investigate how widespread the wraith outbreak is.

      As the stars began to shift position from his bedroom window, he sat with Alisha, and began to explain everything Dalhakei taught him about the order. The visions order members received that led them and Radiance toward the discovery of Earth, where they waited for Hannah to be born so that they could receive further guidance through her clairvoyance. And be led on a path to rid the galaxy of the evil ones who are enemies to the gods.
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* * *

      Jainuzei left his quarters, after speaking with Alisha and receiving a mild grilling from her in regard to him not telling her sooner about Hannah. The official explanation he gave Alisha was he needed to check on the bridge crew. In reality, his destination was nowhere near the bridge it was in the corridors that led toward Torval’s quarters. Jainuzei spotted the old Hashmedai man, sweating profusely amongst the thirty-two-degree Celsius temperature of the ship, standard Radiance room temp.

      “You!” Jainuzei said as he reached out and yanked him by the collar toward him.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Next time, please reframe from making look like a fool in front of her.”

      Torval began to laugh. “So she is important to you, how delightful. Then in that case I presume you haven’t told her about converting humans into wraith and the importance of that project.”

      “No,” Jainuzei said, releasing Torval from his furious grip. “And we will keep it that way, understood?”

      Jainuzei was well aware of the importance and forced sacrifice of the humans the order gathered from Earth during the invasion. The wraiths were weapons the gods created and the only means for the order to help the gods defeat their enemies in a dimensional realm beyond theirs. But Alisha, Jainuzei feared that Alisha wouldn’t understand that as she still new to the order and her tempered mind had not fully developed. Her mood earlier could attest to that, she needed more time for her faith in the order to fully solidify.

      “Understood, we’ll keep her in the dark until everything over,” Torval said.

      “This brings up another issue,” Jainuzei said. “Hannah, what if she says something?” Jainuzei saw how fearful Torval became as he made that statement. “Well, I suppose the gods will provide and lead us regardless.”

      Torval grimaced and entered his quarters in a rush. Jainuzei noticed the old man was acting strange again. There was something Torval was withholding. But what? And would he have to kill him for it? Slaying an unarmed old man was a dishonorable move. But if the gods demanded it to be done . . . Then it must be done.
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* * *

      Eastern Norgoth desert, Oyuri, Barnard’s Star system

      The light from Barnard’s Star continued it’s never-ending scorching of the light side of Oyuri. Karklosea and her team of survivors from the Abyssal Explorer grew tired of not only walking through the blowing sands that drifted across the many sand dunes they had to travel up and down. But also at the fact every kilometer they traveled looked the same it was almost as if they were on a treadmill where the arid region around them repeated with every foot step.

      She stopped for a moment up top of a small rocky incline and took a glimpse at the horizon. Sunlight beamed through the translucent yellow skies while signs of space bleed through from behind it. The more one tilted their head away from the direction of the sun, the more one could see the splendors of the Milky Way galaxy and its starts. Starlight during the sunlight.

      Her HUD zoomed in toward a clearing far from them and toward the sun. The moon of Oyuri was seen and its darkness that shrouded the eternal eclipse region of the surface. They weren’t too far away and therefore random smaller settlements in the region should be near as they got closer to the two main ones. Karklosea turned around and looked at the survivors behind her they were all awaiting her guidance. She was the captain now, and it was her duty to get them someplace safe before the air within their environment suits or combat armor ran out.

      She pointed toward the horizon she was looking at, and proceeded to walk toward the nearest settlement. A trail of multiple footprints in the desert reminded behind in their wake, footprints that were slowly being obscured by the blowing winds and filled with the fresh depots of sand off nearby dunes. Hopefully by the time the order returns to actively scan this region, those footprints would be long gone, leaving sand in the wind for the order to find.

      Two hours later they entered a clearing in the desert, devoid of dunes, hills, valleys and mountains, just flat sand. The settlement in question was resting in the center of that clearing. The tiny settlement was two dozen rectangular shaped shelters, all connected together by small cylindrical shaped tubes. Like many of the settlements on this world, these buildings were once part of colonization ships that landed and were later converted into a place to live. A thin layer of sand covered the silver rooftops, while the walls reflected the sunlight of Barnard’s Star.

      “There,” Karklosea said, pointing at the settlement. “Everyone be alert, there could be heretics inside or close by.” As their multiperson convoy got closer, Karklosea began to point toward the two airlocks that provided entry and exit to the settlement. “Let’s get two teams cover those both, then a third team with me.”

      Her team followed her orders much like how they once followed the orders of Captain Ueyei. Gods, may they watch over his spirit along with the rest that didn’t make it. Three teams were made on the fly, one that marched rapidly toward the northern airlock, while another toward the western airlock. They hunkered down in the sands and aimed their magnetic rifles toward the entrances, while others scanned the flat and sandy region around them. Both teams gave her the all clear, and she along with an escort of rangers and crewmen walked toward the western airlock.

      They were given access without question and entered. Karklosea released a loud but refreshing sigh as she breathed air that didn’t come from her suit as she removed her helmet. The rest of her team did the same, revealing their diverse group of members from all five Radiance races.

      Karklosea noticed that the interior resembled more of the insides of a ship with, narrow brightly lit corridors with connecting intersections leading to residential areas, markets and leisure areas. Many of the dwellers on the inside paid no mind to Karklosea and her team as they walked through, keeping their rifles low, but still in their hands. She asked them all to split up, and causally speak with the residents and mention about the destruction of the Explorer. The idea was a plan to see how much people on the surface knew of what happened hours ago, and to see if it would trigger order members hiding among them to come out and try something. Her two hidden teams were still outside on standby, ready to storm if a gun fight started.

      And thanks to the shielding of the inside, Karklosea and the few rookie psionics with her would have no problems stripping out of their environment suits to fully gain access to their psionic cybernetics. Three connecting cylinders later and they arrived at the central leisure area. A ramp led them down into a small promenade surrounded by large windows, reminding people they were on the surface of a planet via the sunlight and breezing sand on the outside exterior.

      Thirty-five minutes passed with no conflict or signs of order members. She requested her teams outside to directly enter one by one, recharge their gear and take a load off. They found a place to stay and be safe for the time being. And judging by the smell of delicious aroma that entered her nostrils, a place to eat real food and sit.

      A nearby diner was the source of the smell; she asked two of the rangers with her to accompany her as she sat at a table to order food. So that’s what it’s like to sit . . . she thought as their requested meals and drinks arrived. A nearby Aryile bartender directed their orders to the kitchen staff behind him.

      Some unwanted guests joined them after they finished their meals, two men sat at her table, one was Javnis, the other Linl. Both of them were wearing plain civilian clothing. “So there’s been a rumor going around about you and your friends,” the Javnis said.

      “I can imagine,” Karklosea said.

      “They say you all are survivors from the Explorer. And that it was destroyed in orbit.”

      “Perhaps,” was her only reply as she watched the eye movement of all four eyes of the Javnis.

      “Nothing but Radiance ships in the system last time I checked,” the Linl said. “Humans are out of the question, if it were Hashmedai they would have glassed this place by now . . . leaving.”

      The Javnis said to his Linl friend. “Heretics?”

      “The Celestial Order . . .” the Linl said. “Don’t tell me they hijacked our ships?”

      Karklosea grinned at the Linl man. “Perhaps.”

      “Which one?”

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” she said.

      “If the order has control of our ships, then we need to do our part to prevent them from being resupplied,” the Javnis said.

      Karklosea sent a brief telepathic message to the psionics with her team, requesting they come near her position. She had a feeling these two might be order members, trying to fish information out of her in regard to if they came from the Explorer or not. It’s a shame the two rangers with her weren’t psionics; there was no way for her to tell them to be ready for a possible gun fight with these two.

      Hopefully their training and reflexes kick in. “So what’s this about supplies?” she asked the two newcomers to her table.

      “All ships swing by now and then to pick up extra supplies from our depots to the west,” the Linl said. “Food, medical mostly and spare parts if they need to make repairs. If what you say is true, then we need to inform the crews there not to assist them.”

      Supply depots shipping goods into space, which means they’ll have transports, long range scanners and communication equipment amongst their stores. We’re going to need that to survive and get off this planet.

      “With that said,” the Linl said. “Which ship is it that attacked you?”

      And here we go . . . she thought while doubling checking to ensure her psionic backup was nearby. They were, and managed to spread the word to a few rangers. Karklosea looked toward the exit and saw one of them wave to her as they stood next to a plant, pretending to interested in it.

      Karklosea took a deep breath. And braced herself as she revealed. “The Pelican.”

      Both the Linl and Javnis scowled. “You can’t be serious . . .” the Linl said.

      “I got data crystals pulled from escape pods and a transport that says otherwise,” Karklosea said.

      “Here’s a question I got for you,” the Javnis said “How do we know you’re not with the order?”

      “Because she probably would have started a fight by now,” a voice off to the side said. Karklosea turned toward its source; it was the Aryile bartender who clearly overheard what was said. “Not sit there all worried that we might be hiding something.” She and the bartender made eye contact as he added. “I’m with the Whisper, we’ve been expecting you.”

      Karklosea looked at the Linl and Javnis, they both grinned at her before she got up to speak face to face with the bartender. “Is that information you want to freely let out in a place like this?” she asked.

      “What makes you think I’m the only member one here?”

      Thanks for the tip . . . she thought then fixed her postured to a more relaxed one. “How many people are here?”

      “About two hundred or so.”

      “I meant the Whisper.”

      He began to wipe down the bar with a towel and mumbled softly. “Enough to make things happen.”

      Karklosea gestured for the two rangers, the Linl and Javnis to join her. “We can’t trust anyone else on this world for the moment, at least until we’ve confirmed its safe.”

      “We don’t have much in terms of military hardware,” the Linl said. “Whatever you got to keep us safe, we’ll be glad to get it.”

      “Cut off all communication with the Pelican for the time being,” she said. “And those supply depots.”

      “I’ll send them a transmission,” the Linl said.

      “No, they might be compromised,” Karklosea said. “I’ll have my people check it out,”
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* * *

      Abyssal Pelican, En route to Oyuri, Barnard’s Star system

      Jainuzei entered the hanger bay to search for a decent and transport that had not seen any combat yet. He only wanted the best ride for Alisha as they two were less than an hour away from visiting Hannah on the surface. As he moved deeper in he saw Dargonea examining the insides of one transport. He was curious as to what she was up to and moved in closer.

      “What’s this?” Dargonea asked as she looked at the exquisitely crafted staff as it rested on the chair inside the transport.

      Jainuzei looked inside the transport that had Dargonea’s attention and grabbed a hold of the staff. “This is Dalhakei’s staff,” he said. “The only proof that he has met his end until we dispose his body.”

      “Who will be the new Patriarch?”

      “Most likely the acting one on Aervounis.”

      Dargonea took the staff out of Jainuzei’s hands and held onto its smooth surface. Jainuzei felt warm heat radiate from the staff the second she touched it, seconds later the orb perched on top of it started to shine in the same manner it did when Dalhakei had once held it.

      “Or you,” Jainuzei said, with intrigue in his face.

      “It finds me worthy,” she said, while her four eyes from under the hood she wore examined it closer.

      “It must be a sign from the gods; they want you to take his place.”

      She grimaced. “This can’t be.”

      “It has to be, I touched it and it did not respond. Torval also held it along with several psionics. It only responded to you, you must wield it and force those to see the truth path.”

      “I wouldn’t know what to do with it.”

      “Use it to show nonbelievers the one true path.”

      “How?”

      “Let’s do a test, all of the Radiance cruisers in the system do not follow our cause,” he said. “Travel to one of their ships and see if you can convince them to do so with that staff.”
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* * *

      Western Norgoth desert, Oyuri, Barnard’s Star system

      A full night’s rest, it was the cure Karklosea’s weakened psionic brain needed as she awoke in the inn she and her team stayed at the next day. As per her instructions the previous day the settlement had cut off all communication with the outside world until she deemed it safe. Her team was resupplied with fresh oxygen tanks for their environment suits or combat armor as she and a small team left and ventured back out into the desert heading west toward the supply depots. They choose to leave the hover crafts behind to reduce the chances of anyone inside the depots tracking their movements. Should the order have its members inside Karklosea and her team would need the element of surprise.

      The supply depots were their only means of escaping from Oyuri alive via taking control of the transports there and boarding the various Radiance cruisers in the system. Convincing the crew they aren’t following the will of the order and that the Pelican has been compromised would be another challenge, one Karklosea would deal with later, the Pelican after all was considered to be divine. The thought that such an important ship would be under the order’s control would be viewed as inconceivable. It would be easier to believe the Explorer was order controlled and was destroyed to contain the threat. Sadly that story wasn’t too far from the truth as the order did have agents aboard.

      Their five and half hour trek through the desert led them toward the supply depot a sphere-shaped structure with a small transport landing pad on top of it. A small airlock at the bottom level was hotwired and forced open allowing Karklosea and her ranger team to gain access and enter. She ordered four rangers to quickly storm in past the airlock with their rifles aimed forward. The all clear was given for the rest of Karklosea’s team to follow through. She saw several boxed craters lined up neatly; glass displays on them showed them the contents that were inside. Above them was a catwalk that was connected to a small command center that was used to track and communicate with the ships in the system.

      Which reminded her.

      She removed her environment suit quickly as she entered and used her psionic mind to jam all the communication devices as a precaution should the order be here. Her team slowly moved through the cargo storage area and performed a section by section search; all clear. She kept half of her team below to continue searching while she performed a quick teleport upward and took the remaining half of her team with her to the upper levels to secure and search it.

      They encountered their first staff member of the supply depot. He was a ranger in full combat armor; he didn’t seem to mind the fact that they all entered uninvited. That was until he lay eyes on Karklosea. He drew his magnetic rifle instantly and fired.

      The loud gun shots that roared got the rest of the staff to leave their posts with weapons in their hands. Karklosea and her team took cover and lengthy firefight ensured. Her team fired low velocity slugs to disable shields rather than kill their targets as she used her psionic gifts to launch, throw and push their attacking adversatives. In the end, there was no way to tell if they were truly with the order or just panicking guards, though the intentions of the ranger that fired first as he recognized Karklosea was clear. He knew she was the lead shipboard psionic of the Explorer, and an order member who was likely told to kill her on sight.

      The battle ended as quickly as it started, Karklosea’s team had the advantage of numbers and a powerful psionic. The supply depot’s staff was on the ground, moaning in pain, or struggling to move due to the damage due to their suits of combat armor. Each of them were promptly secured at gun point and prepared for interrogation. They needed to separate those loyal to the union and order quickly to move on to the next phase.

      Karklosea entered the command center sometime later, and two unarmed communication officers surrendered the moment she and two of her rangers entered. “We have the depot,” Karklosea transmitted to the rest of her team at the settlement.

      “What’s next?” the ranger with her asked.

      “We need to secure the rest of the depots and nearby settlements,” Karklosea said as her mind began to access the computer’s map of the region. “Find anyone associated with the order and take them out.”

      “What do you want with us?” one of the petrified communication officers asked.

      Karklosea looked at him and firmly stated. “If you’re with the order, you die, if not then help us.”

      “Help you do what?”

      “The order is secretly taking control of the system,” Karklosea said as 3D holographic projection of the Barnard’s Star system appeared. She looked at it and added. “I intend to take it back.”
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* * *

      Abyssal Liberator, patrolling outer worlds, Barnard’s Star system

      Dargonea followed Jainuzei’s suggestion and rode a transport to a lone Radiance cruiser on patrol in the far reaches of the system. The crew of the Liberator asked few questions as to why her transport requested docking clearance, as it was launched from the Pelican. What the Pelican wanted, they provided, it was the will of the gods as far as they were concerned.

      Dargonea saw the interior of the Liberator bay as the transport doors opened. She allowed her body to float freely onto the ship as her hands wrapped around the staff as if it belonged to her. She noticed several of the crew stare at the staff, their eyes and focus magnetized to it and their body language changed to a form that showed Dargonea respect. The people before her weren’t loyal to the order and most certainly wouldn’t respect a Muodiry like her. That was all about to change.

      Old Javnis legends told stories of psionics in their society long before the Aryile race made first contact with them and uplifted their race. Psionic powers were always viewed as gifts from the gods. It was considered to be impossible for the Javnis race to have psionics before they joined the union.

      Muodiry ended up becoming heavily debated and eventually demonized by religious leaders throughout the union. Those were labelled Muodiry or claimed to have be descended from them were typically shunned and treated as lesser beings, and in the case of Dargonea, pushed her into the arms of the Celestial Order as it was the only group that accepted her for who she was.

      “That staff,” one of the crewmen said.

      Their minds were undergoing the tempering process. She recognized how it looked as their eyes opened wide in the aftermath of experiencing a vision from the gods. Most likely similar ones she saw when a visiting Patriarch paid her a visit during her younger days.

      “Kneel before me,” she said as she used her psionic powers to generate a small pocket of gravity around the gathering crewmen. They did as she instructed them to do.

      “We heard the news about Dalhakei disappearance but . . .” another crewman said.

      She grinned, “But what?”

      “We didn’t know his replacement was found so quickly.”

      “I’m not the Patriarch,” she said. “I’m the Muodiry.”

      None of them flinched or reacted violently to her words, they were ready to follow the one true path regardless if a Javnis Muodiry like herself wielded the staff or not. The staff began to get warmer the longer she used it, it was almost as if her psionic mind and the staff were one.

      “Now show me to the bridge,” she said. “I have an important message to the crew from the Pelican.”
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      Gladius, Hyperion, and Rapier squadron evacuation convoy, En route to the asteroid belt, Sol system

      Solaris fighters from Gladius, Hyperion, and Rapier squadron accompanied Titan’s civilian evacuation transports and formed a convoy of the fleeing ships away from the Saturn sector on a nearly two-hour sub light journey toward the inner worlds of Sol, namely Earth and Mars. The infamous asteroid belt was the next hurdle in that quest as they cleared Jupiter’s orbital path.

      Jessica “Aura” Davis’ gaze shifted back toward the front of her cockpit. Her holographic HUD displayed the status of her fighter along with the rest of her squadron as she interacted with it. Fuel supplies were at fifty percent, more than enough to make the journey, though she couldn’t say the same about the Hashmedai interceptors behind them in pursuit. Their inefficient H3 fuel stores should be running dangerously low.

      As the convoy neared the thousands of asteroids that made up the belt, Aura started to wonder what lay ahead for the human race. Would a scene similar to what was outside of her cockpit window play out again, with the human race fleeing Sol aboard evacuation transports? The UNE had eight ships, and while they had shields that were stronger than those within the empire and union, the battle at Titan proved that the Hashmedai, if they focused their attacks could take down a ship inside an hour, and that was with two destroyers.

      The imperial ships at the wormhole next to Uranus must have gathered a sizable fleet by now, then there was the hulking dreadnought that appeared out of nowhere, dozens of times larger than any UNE ship and Hashmedai for that matter. How were they supposed to beat this threat? And what the hell happened to father and the Winston Churchill? Contact with it was lost shortly after the convoy left Titan, the CAG of the Wilfrid Laurier Major “Wildfire” Pedro Montes reported losing contact with it shortly afterward as well.

      She pushed the thoughts that both ships could have been destroyed out of her mind and instead focused on something more positive. This wasn’t the end. A small fleet of science and exploration ships were sent out into deep space almost seven years ago. Their mission was to explore space and find planets for the colonists aboard to settle on. Even if humanity was lost here, a piece of it would remain someplace else in the galaxy to grow and advance, and maybe come back to reclaim Sol should they fail to protect it.

      “Any of you seeing that?” Red Lotus’ voice transmitted across Aura’s headset.

      Aura returned to the reality at hand and looked down at her short range sensor scans. The Hashmedai interceptors behind them were still in pursuit although they were getting low on fuel. “Persistent wankers, aren’t they?” Aura said.

      “They have to be low on fuel by now, right?” Orbital asked.

      “Indeed, we can still outrun them nothing to worry about it,” Red Lotus said.

      “Actually there is one thing to worry about,” Wildfire said. Aura’s HUD updated with data he shared with her and the rest of the fighters. Three evacuation transports were slowly moving away from formation. The overlays in the projection revealed that those transports speeds were not consistent with the rest. “Those transports there, there older and travel slightly slower than the rest of the convoy.”

      “Aw hell,” Aura said as the projection updated, it depicted a simulation showing the Hashmedai interceptors catching up with them should they run out of fuel and drift, relying on their forward momentum to keep them moving forward.

      “What’s the call guys?” Orbital asked.

      “We’ll have to double back and deal with them, we can’t take the risk,” Aura said.

      “Agreed,” Red Lotus said. “The risk we face right now is that when they run out of fuel they’ll simply drift and move into weapons range.”

      “Thin them out; make them waste more fuel,” Wildfire said.

      “Exactly,” Aura said, then directly addressed her team. “Gladius four, five and six with me, we’re going back.”

      Wildfire issued orders to his group. “Rapier three to seven with me to assist them.”

      “Hyperion one-two, one-three and one-five with me,” Red Lotus said.

      “They rest of you stay with the convoy,” Aura said as she pulled on the stick of fighter, it performed a full one-eighty-degree turn. “Guard it with your lives!”

      Eleven Solaris fighters from the convoy broke away, their rear jets burned brightly and launched back toward their pursuing alien invaders. The gap between them closed quickly as the Solaris fighters ended their sub light burn and took up a wide V formation, Aura’s fighter took the lead. The interceptors acknowledged the challenge and slowed down to take on the Solaris fighter blockade.

      “There they are,” Red Lotus transmitted.

      Aura’s targeting scanners began to beep repeatedly, locking onto the lead interceptor. The Solaris fighters with her awaited for her call, she gave it. “Break and attack!” Aura yelled. “Weapons free, I say again, weapons free!”

      “Copy that,” Wildfire said. “Remember to cover Hyperion they have the weaker shields!”

      All Solaris fighters broke off to engage in a dance of warriors in the depths of space. Unlike previous encounters, they were no capital ships, no planets, nothing to cover behind, no backup. Just two sides exchanging weapons fire, one side heavily outnumbered, the other side heavily out gunned.

      Hyperion fighters always were under the protection of at least two fighters from either Gladius or Rapier when they dove in for the kill. Otherwise they held back and picked off interceptors that tried to fly past them toward the convoy with their powerful plasma cannons.

      Aura grinned at the how easily Red Lotus one shot interceptors that got near her fighter. One of Red Lotus’ blasts were powerful enough to destroy two interceptors in one hit as the plasma punched a hole through it and hit a second craft that was too close.

      Explosion after explosion erupted and the interceptors were losing one after another. Many of them ran out of fuel during the encounter which made it impossible for them to correctly utilize evasive rolls thus making their craft an easy kill. Aura’s rail guns growled like a beast and cut them down shattering their shields and added to the blazing explosive show like a firework display in the night. The interceptors that still had fuel continued to fight on and refused to give up. Some interceptors straight up tried to ignore the battle and remain on course, hoping their momentum would carry them to the transports lagging behind. They never made it. The barricade Red Lotus and her team formed made sure of that as they acted as mobile turrets with their plasma cannons.

      Aura’s fighter rocked to the side to avoid clipping debris from the mangled interceptor as she chased one of the last remaining interceptors that still had fuel. Her targeting scanner acquired a lock, her thumb moved to press the missile fire button.

      “Gladius lead, fox three.”

      Another kill to her score card, another fiery explosion. She moved her craft away from as she smiled. Dead Hashmedai made her happy and no doubt her biological parents too, smiling down at the solar warrior their daughter had become.
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* * *

      Neviana’s Interceptor, Ganymede orbit, Sol system

      Neviana’s red striped interceptor strategically remained near Ganymede’s orbit, blocking all sensor scans from the human fighters as they lay waste to the interceptors. She observed the battle closely with her ESP ignoring the raging battle cries and pleas for help from the pilots of the interceptors. Their lives meant nothing to her, as many of them weren’t loyal Celestial Order members like her and were foolishly carrying out the orders from T’esih.

      Most of the human outposts on the moon below seemed to have been evacuated recently. Good, she thought, with humans fleeing toward the inner planets, it would make the order’s job much easier to subdue them and force them into the Radiance Union. The last of the fueled interceptors was destroyed, but there were several others still adrift, however it would seem the humans have little interest in them as they no longer posed a threat.

      The eleven human fighters formed up into a formation and entered sub light on a course toward the transport convoy that left Titan. She shut her eyes to focus better, her mind touched the shields of the fighters the best she could without her thoughts being deflected back from their mind shields. The battle saw a few of the interceptors land several hits on the shields of the human fighters and therefore would be a quick kill once they came into her sights. The humans being separated from their larger gathering of fighters was an added bonus, a bonus that was slipping away with every second she was wasting not chasing them.

      Neviana took control of her interceptor and forced it to pull away from Ganymede’s gravity and accelerate away as light from Jupiter reflected off the hull of her craft. She set a course that would take her directly toward the eleven human fighters. Her psionic mind gripped onto her fighter and helped it thrust forward via telekinesis, while she reduced the power of her engines burn, thus reducing fuel consumption.

      “May the gods light shine upon me,” she said to herself as her psionic brain conjured an overshield around her interceptor.
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* * *

      Gladius, Hyperion, and Rapier squadron, En route to evacuation transport convoy, Sol system

      Aura’s proximity warning alarm sounded. She shifted her gaze to her HUD as it reported a stray Hashmedai interceptor was b-lining toward them and the convoy. “Enemy contact,” Red Lotus said.

      Aura double-checked to ensure that her instruments were working correctly. They were, what she saw before her was genuine. And didn’t make sense. “How in the hell?” she muttered.

      “Must be a stray,” Orbital said.

      “They should all be out of fuel by now,” Aura said.

      “It’s coming in hot,” Red Lotus yelled. “And fast, Jesus it’s faster than us.”

      “It’s just one bloody interceptor,” Aura said. “Break and attack, take it to ‘em.”

      With the group minutes away from regrouping, they once again broke formation and swung back around, with the intent of ganging up on the stray interceptor. Aura’s targeting scanner beeped seven times as it acquired a weapons lock, it then made a double beep afterward signaling she was locked on.

      “Gladius-lead fox three,” she said and released a plasma missile toward the new challenger.

      The missile failed to deliver its explosive payload. It was swept completely off course, traveling into the blackness of space, while the lone interceptor remained on course and proceeded to lock its weapons onto one of the eleven.

      The sight, the frightening chilling sight made her heart race faster than it had been during the last encounter. She got a closer look at the interceptor as it flew closer. The red stripes, her missile being picked up and tossed aside by an invisible force. This was the psionic ace fighter from Uranus. The one responsible for Hammer’s death.

      “Oh. Fuck!” Aura yelled over the radio.

      “That was a big fuck,” Wildfire said.

      “Evasive action now!” Aura yelled as she pulled her fighter up and away from the psionic ace. The star filled back drop of space covered her windshield as she continued to rise and roll back into the action.

      “Oh man, is that who I think it is?” Orbital asked.

      “It is,” Aura said as her sights returned to the action. The psionic ace began to fire its plasma cannons rapidly at everyone. It wasn’t clear to Aura who it locked onto, just that it wasn’t her. “Everyone, there’s a powerful psionic in that fighter, don’t take it lightly!”

      The tables had turned. The Solaris fighters outnumbered their adversary, while their enemy outgunned them, by a huge margin. Carefully timed rolls and dodges were made to avoid the spray of hot bolts of plasma ejected from the psionic ace, in exchange for plasma missiles and rail gun fire. Most of which ended up in space rather than its intended target. The odd rail gun round that connected caused a purple barrier around the psionic ace to ripple and shimmer, a psionic overshield, this meant they’d have to take down its shields twice – First the overshield, generated by the psionic pilot then the actual shields generated by the interceptor itself. It was doubtful any one of them would be alive to make that happen as four fighters were destroyed over the course of two minutes of combat, at least one of them was a Gladius member.

      Aura quickly checked her HUD for signs of an escape pod. There were none, may those pilots rest in peace. “Return to the convoy,” Aura said. “We can’t take this one with what we got now—”

      “Shit, shit!” It was Orbital.

      Aura shifted the nose of her craft toward him, the psionic ace was behind him, lighting up his aft shields in a relentless plasma assault. Hammer’s last words echoed in her thoughts, and she feared Orbital’s cries for help would be his last. She propelled forward toward the action, her scanners began to acquire a lock, knowing it would probably be pointless. Nevertheless she had to try. She had to pull this wanker off Orbital. She had lost too many friends to this war as is, and this was the opening days.

      No more. As long as she was still drawing breath.

      Her fighter was in range, and her hands pressed down on the triggers to her rail guns. Red streaks of tracer fire left her fighter, half hit the overshield, and the other half was redirected away via telekinesis. She kept firing and hoped something good was going to come of it. Maybe, just maybe she’d annoy it enough to break away.

      It did break away, but not because of her.

      Red Lotus’ plasma cannons rained down upon it from above, every hit connected. The psionic ace couldn’t grip its mind around plasma as it pulled away to avoid the rest of Aura and Red Lotus’ combined assault.

      “Nice save,” Orbital transmitted.

      “Hyperion lead watch it,” Aura said to Red Lotus. One direct hit from the psionic ace and it would be over for her, much how Hyperion made short work of the interceptors earlier. Aura maneuvered her fighter to come about and caught a glimpse of the psionic ace, seconds before it entered sub light speed.

      “Change of heart?” Orbital said.

      “No, check your HUD,” Aura said as she looked at hers. The psionic ace was on a direct course heading toward the convoy.

      Making matters worse, the convoy reduced its speed as they entered the asteroid belt to avoid an untimely collision with an asteroid due to the speeds they were travelling at. The psionic ace with its slightly enhanced speed and the now forced reduced speed of the convoy—They were in for some trouble.

      “It will catch up with them,” Red Lotus said. “Let’s move people!”

      A pursuit course was laid in, and they bolted away in a desperate attempt to keep up. A transmission was sent to the convoy informing them of their new threat. Aura hoped that they were at least far enough into the belt that they could use the odd asteroid as cover, for she had a feeling a lot of innocent lives were going to be lost before they managed to take down their threat.

      “Don’t count on that fighter running low on fuel anytime soon,” Aura said. “Whatever psionic trickery it’s using, it’s paying off.”

      “That might be a good thing,” Wildfire said.

      “Why?”

      “Remember psionic power is limited, the more they use their powers, the greater strain on their brain.”

      “And using those powers to make their interceptor stronger . . .” Aura grinned, the Achilles heel was found. “It might be getting tired.” If we piss it off enough it might blow its own mind and lose its powers.

      With impending doom looming, the evacuation transports ventured further into the belt and placed themselves behind asteroids. The fighters defending the convoy entered an overwatch state as their aim shifted toward the estimated point the psionic was expected to drop out of sub light. Only it didn’t. The psionic ace exited its sub light burn, over shot the convoy, and entered within the belt, behind an asteroid that no one could detect right away.

      The update was passed along to Aura and the surviving seven Solaris fighters from the group of eleven. They arrived at the belt and joined up with the rest, puzzled as to what became of the psionic ace. Aura and Orbital knew however, they were down this road two months ago as they searched the belt for the Crimson Arrow as it hid next to asteroids to avoid detection.

      “I’ll have Hyperion protect the transports,” Red Lotus said as she and her plasma cannon outfitted fighters swarmed in to serve as defense sentries.

      “Understood,” Aura said. “Gladius and Rapier squadrons spread out, search and watch out.”

      “I still have nightmares about chasing the Crimson Arrow out here,” Orbital said, while his fighter along with the remaining Gladius and Rapier fighters conducted their search of the nearby asteroid cluster.

      The search lasted two minutes before small asteroids began to rumble and move on their own toward the evacuation transports. Aura couldn’t believe what she saw as she rolled her craft away; narrowing being crushed by the huge chuck of rock that was flung her way.

      “Watch it!” another pilot yelled over the radio as their fighter was nearly crushed by two hurling asteroids.

      Aura saw four asteroids smack into a larger one where some of the transports had hid behind. The impact forced it to shift away and ultimately forced the transport to power its engines and move. Other asteroids that were tossed toward the evacuation transports stopped mid-way during their trajectory changed direction started moving again, chasing the transports as if they were remotely controlled.

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!” Aura bellowed.

      “We got it,” Red Lotus said as combined plasma fire from Hyperion squadron obliterated all threats spinning and spiraling toward them and the transport convoy.

      More asteroids began to hurl toward them, some of them larger than the first wave. “It’s using telekinesis to move the asteroids,” Aura said.

      The search for the psionic ace became a search for the nearest asteroid moving via the mind of the psionic, and blasting it into tiny fragments of rocks with plasma missiles or cannons. One after another, the asteroids exploded, their defense of the evacuation transports became a real-life game of Asteroids, on the hardest level.

      Aura saw several more hurling rocks come toward them from her side. She spun her fighter to face them. “Got more coming in,” she said, while highlighting them with her HUD and sent the data to the rest of the group. “My targets follow me now.”

      Four fighters joined her as she moved closer in firing range of the group of asteroids. Her HUD reported a lock and she fired a plasma missile. Four lines of smoke left in the wake of the missiles as they excelled ahead and exploded on impact, another asteroid was gone.

      A red light flashed on her holographic HUD, a warning stating she had two missiles remaining. Oh bollocks, she thought as she noticed, multiple asteroids from all around them began to move. She and the fighters with her were far too spread out to take them all out, and like her, were probably low on missiles. It’s going to up to Hyperion to take these out if this keeps up. She knew damn well they too would be overwhelmed with the task. “We got to get the convoy out of here now!” Aura said.

      “Where? Through the belt?” Wildfire asked. “It will only get worse.”

      “Need to go up and around it.”

      “It will take longer to get to the inner planets.”

      “We got no choice,” Aura said, pulling her fighter closer toward the evacuation convoy. “Let’s get them moving now.”

      The OK was given for the convoy to move. The transports powered their engines and pulled up above the asteroid belt, away from the rocks of death, and on a lengthy detour to the inner planets. Red Lotus ordered Hyperion to cover them from behind as another group of asteroids changed direction and began hauling toward the fleeing ships. Blue light streaked below Aura’s fighter, it was the engines from a Hashmedai interceptor with red stripes, it’s ace pilot exited from its hiding place beside a large asteroid. It arched itself upward, using the asteroids it was moving with its mind as cover as it got closer and closer into weapons range of Hyperion.

      “There!” Aura shouted with excitement as she highlighted the psionic ace with her HUD. “My target, my target!”

      Aura’s fighter began to chase the psionic ace without the aid of the rest of the fighters as they were still receiving her HUD’s transmission. As a result she found herself alone, shifting her sights as the psionic ace curved behind then out of its asteroid cover. The anger inside her, the thirst for vengeance, it took control of her thoughts. With all the work the ace was using to move the asteroids she thought for sure its pilot would be mentally drained. It had to be, there’s no way it was as powerful as it was earlier. It was killable, and it needed to die right fucking now.

      Beep, beep, beep, beep, beep, beep, beep. Her targeting scanner began to lock on. Beep-beep. She got a lock and moved her thumb over the missile fire button. “This is Gladius lead, fox three!” She fired.

      A plasma missile left the underside of her fighter and raced toward its target. This time the payload was delivered with dazzling results. It was indeed getting weaker.

      “Gladius lead, guns, guns, guns!” Her guns roared loud, ripping apart its overshield, only its primary shield remained. A direct hit with another plasma missile should do the trick.

      “Aura!” Orbital yelled to her.

      “Not now I almost got this bugger!”

      Orbital continued to call out to her, she continued to ignore him. Her next and final missile was ready and waiting to be launched as indicated by her HUD. One more shot, just one more!

      “Aura check your six, check your six!”

      Aura checked her scanner, a small asteroid was creeping up behind her with enough thrust to end her if it hit. She was so focused on the kill she hadn’t noticed it. She made her fighter pivot away, ending weapons lock, but saving her life in the process as the asteroid rushed forward. Aura came about and resumed her hunt. The psionic ace came back into view as well as the rapidly moving asteroid that had nearly ended her. It was moving . . . fast, faster than them, and was seconds away from crashing into one of the transports.

      There was one missile left, the psionic ace was in range, the hurling asteroid as well but not for long. Green lines of plasma fire streaked back and forth from Hyperion, they were too busy with the other asteroids to notice the lone one coming up fast, not that it mattered, it was doubtful they could target and destroy it fast enough from their position. Aura however was directly behind it; her missile could take it out of play. Her missile could also end the psionic.

      Fuck me! The choice was stressing her out.

      Five seconds until the asteroid was out of range.

      Aura began to lock onto the psionic ace. If it’s dead it can’t move asteroids anymore, right?

      Beep, beep, beep, beep, almost got a lock.

      Then it hit her, the momentum of the asteroid. It would still move forward regardless.

      Beep, beep—

      She switched targets, and hoped the asteroid was still in range. It was, but for only two more seconds.

      Beep, beep, beep, beep, beep, beep, beep. Come on come on!

      One second remained.

      Beep-beep. Target lock acquired.

      “Fox three, fox three!”

      Her missile left her fighter and exploded on the asteroid seconds later, turning it into chunks of rock, too small to be a threat to the convoy. That got its attention, Aura thought as the psionic ace ended its climb toward the convoy and proceeded to assault the Hyperion fighters. Aura joined the fray with only rail guns at her disposal.

      “Hang tight, we’re almost to you,” Wildfire said through the radio.

      “Eyes on those rocks,” Aura said. “I think this psi still might pull a fast one on us.”

      The Hyperion fighters knew when it was time to take cover and focus on survival. Their evasion forced the psionic fighter to focus less on them and more on the lone fighter that took on an offense stance, Aura.

      “That’s right, you and me,” Aura said as both she and the psionic’s interceptor met head on, face to face. Close enough to see into each other’s cockpits. Close enough for Aura to see the sultry Hashmedai woman inside, her red glowing eyes gleaming at Aura’s helmet. “Let’s dance.”

      Both crafts pulled a maneuver that threw them into a beautiful and nimble dog fight. Up, down, left, right, up and up, and an aileron roll. They fought and shot at each other, both their shields began to drop rapidly.

      “Got a ship incoming,” Red Lotus said over the radio.

      Aura was too busy with her fight for survival to reply.

      “One of ours?” Wildfire asked.

      “Unknown they aren’t transmitting any IFF, no signals, nothing,” Red Lotus said.

      “Must be Hashmedai, damn it! This bastard must have called for backup!”

      “Keep it together folks.” The one statement Aura managed to say as two dueling craft created a large enough gap to be out of weapons range. “We’re almost out of this!”

      “That ship is coming in fast guys!”

      “Move to intercept, the convoy is ready to enter sub light,” Aura said. “I got this bitch busy, don’t worry about me!”

      The remaining Gladius, Rapier and Hyperion fighters accelerated toward the estimated drop out point for the unknown ship. A point that would place it next to the convoy, it was definitely a Hashmedai ship as far as Aura was concerned as she continued to dance and twirl her psionic ace partner. Aura’s short-range scanners revealed the unknown ship entering the sector, the convoy still was not in sub light, seconds away from it, but not there.

      “Prepare for new contact,” Red Lotus said. “Three, two.” Aura took a deep breath. “One.” The unknown ship dropped out of sub light between the convoy and Aura and her dog fight.

      It was the ESV Wilfrid Laurier.

      Aura’s eyes opened wide. “Oh my god.”

      The Wilfrid Laurier’s anti fighter rail guns locked onto the psionic ace and blazed. Aura quickly moved her fighter away from the action to avoid becoming a victim of friendly fire as the raging Earth battleship gave the psionic ace something else to think about. That something else was to flee and never return as it entered a sub light burn and traveled deeper into the asteroid belt.

      Wildfire’s cries of jubilation echoed across the radio, as annoying as it sounded, Aura was glad to hear it. “Twice they saved our arse,” she said.

      “Why aren’t they transmitting?” Red Lotus asked.

      “I couldn’t tell you ma’am,” Orbital said.

      They made an excellent point, no communication, no heads up, no IFF signal nothing. It was risky as hell to be traveling through the system like that as far as Aura was concerned, no IFF meant it was a UFO or Hashmedai vessel. “Rapier lead?” she asked Wildfire.

      “I’m trying to hail them, no response.”
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* * *

      ESV Wilfrid Laurier, Asteroid belt, Sol system

      “Captain they keep trying to communicate with us,” Vick said.

      Captain Chevallier nodded as she looked away from the bridge’s central hologram toward the young lieutenant. “Send no reply. We can’t risk that virus spreading to them or the convoy.”

      A temporary fix, eventually they would have to find some way to speak to each other. The convoy would need guidance; the fighters would need to land and be restocked and supplied. But how can they get that message across. Of course, we could do that. “Monsieur, Harkin please head to the flight deck.”
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* * *

      Gladius, Hyperion and Rapier squadron, Asteroid belt, Sol system

      A single transport moved away from the Wilfrid Laurier and came to a full stop before the group of fighters that surrounded the ship.

      “What’s going here?” Aura said.

      The forward headlights on the transport began to flash on and off for some strange reason. It was puzzling to Aura. No, not a strange reason, Morse code perhaps. Too bad she never learnt it.

      “Wait,” Wildfire said as his fighter moved in close to look.

      “Please tell me you know something?” Aura asked him.

      He began to laugh. “They’re communicating with us using Morse code.”

      “You’re joking . . .” Orbital said.

      “The captain insisted we all learn it in case of an emergency,” Wildfire said.

      Aura smirked. “That’s some old school stuff Rapier lead.”

      “The captain’s an old school lady what can I say?”

      “Well I’m glad someone knows it,” Orbital said. “’Cause I sure as hell don’t!”

      The message ended, and Wildfire reported to the rest. “They’re giving us clearance to dock. They’ve been infected with a computer virus, hence the comm black out.”
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* * *

      Neviana’s Interceptor, Ceres orbit, Sol system

      Neviana’s interceptor swung and hid behind Ceres, deep within the asteroid belt. She started to fold her hands together and meditate as the strain to her psionic mind became unbearable. Her computers reported the damage to her ship to be minor, fuel however was running low thanks to the battle. Her stunt didn’t net the results she had hoped, but that was okay for it was intended to be a practice run, after all no Hashmedai psionic did what she did, pilot an interceptor solo using her mind. Attacking the human ships, hurling asteroids at them, the close-range combat, it was all a test to see what she was capable of doing and what her limitations were. When the real battle started, they wouldn’t stand a chance.

      With what little psionic strength she had left, she used her ESP to keep track of the human battleship that forced her to flee. It wasn’t moving much, by the looks it seemed it was resupplying the fighters as well as launching transports to and from the evacuation transports from Titan. Admiral Yominv will want to know of this, she thought as she searched around amongst the darkness of her cockpit looking for a vital of mind stims.

      She found them floating under her seat, and injected her body with it. The blue chemicals within the device traveled to her brain and helped it heal from the psionic trauma she forced it to endure thus allowing her gifts and focus to float back up to peak performance temporarily.

      Ten minutes later, her mind was strong enough and she established a telepathic link with one of the many ship board psionics on the Leviathan. She transmitted to them her location and what her ESP scanned in regard to the human convoy and what was going on beyond the belt.

      Mars had a lot of evacuation transports in orbit.
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      Abyssal Sword, Interstellar space, Edge of Proxima Centauri system

      Eight years ago . . .

      The voyage from Alpha Centauri to Proxima Centauri took the Abyssal Sword five months and two days. Five months to travel there via sub light speeds, two days of waiting for both Radiance and EDF higher ups to approve of the joint team venturing this far out to chase their prey. Members of EDF-2 and 3 lay dormant in cryostasis tubes alongside the crew of the Abyssal Sword, silent and motionless during the trip, unaware of what was going on outside. And unaware of what became of Nodevar and Veinea as they had a head start.

      Corporal Rana Farhadi’s pod flipped open, her eyes slowly adjusted to from the blurry state they were in as her body returned to normal functions during the revival process. A figure stood in front of her, she was unaware of who they were, and would continue to be so until her vision cleared up, probably within the next forty seconds.

      “Wakey-wakey corporal.” That voice, it was Lieutenant Diego Gomez

      Rana held onto the sides of her pod and pulled forcing her weightless body to float away from it. Her eyesight returned to normal afterward, rows upon rows of cryostasis pods were lined up in the narrow corridor. The remaining EDF teams along with various Radiance crewmembers were in the process of being revived, all were reacting to the revival in a similar manner. Other pods had already been opened with no signs of the person resting in it anywhere.

      Guess we all woke up at different times. “My fucking head . . .” she said, rubbing the side of her forehead. “Where’s everyone else?”

      “In the galley eating.”

      “Don’t we got shit to do?”

      “They haven’t eaten in like five months girl, give ‘em a break,” Gomez said. “Besides Gengei’s crew is reviewing sensor logs. The transport isn’t anywhere close by.”

      Six hours had passed and the human members spent the time checking their equipment . . . then checking it again. There wasn’t a whole lot from them to do. Cooper groaned, commenting on how he should have brought a pack of playing cards to pass the time. The huge time gap wasn’t an issue for Rana as it gave her the chance to update her dairy on the data pad she brought with her. Some of the sights and sounds aboard the Abyssal Sword were recorded with its built-in camera.

      A few selfies with the EDF teams were taken as well followed by an amazing recording of the red draft star Proxima Centauri, as they quickly approached. Then it hit her. They were travelling to the inner planets of the system. That could only mean one thing, they were heading to Foicanta.

      The EDF teams were called up to the bridge fifteen minutes later. They arrived and felt gravity once again as they exited the elevator. The main forward windshield confirmed Rana’s theory; the tidally locked planet of Foicanta was visible. It was a planet with a baked desert on one side, darkness on the other, with a ring of green vegetation and sparse lakes separating those two sections of the planet.

      Rana grimaced. “I was hoping I’d never have to see this planet again.”

      “First battle EDF participated in,” Gomez said. “Nearly lost Major Vaughan that day.”

      “We have reason to believe Nodevar and Veinea fled here or at least someplace close.” Captain Gengei interrupted as he stepped over to the two EDF teams. “Sensor logs indeed revealed a ship dropped out of sub light to retrieve their transport then travelled here while we were still in stasis. It was one of ours.”

      Kasidey’s stare remained fixed on Foicanta as they remained in orbit. “This still a hot spot for order activity?” she asked Gengei.

      “Indeed.”

      “Well we’re useless up here,” Kasidey said. “We should spread our two teams out on the surface to conduct our search.”

      “Agreed,” Gomez said. “Gengei and his crew can search the system in the meantime.”

      “Question is where do we start?” Rana asked.

      Gengei led the two EDF teams to a computer station near the rear of the bridge. A large projection of the surface of Foicanta appeared. It depicted the more temperate region of the planet where lakes and vegetation could be found. Several cities were scattered throughout, some of them were new to Rana.

      “Let’s set up shop here at Hope city,” Kasidey said, pointing at the small city on the projection. “Should be a decent-sized human settlement there still, right?”

      “Right and EDF-7 should be there as well,” Gomez said. “We can spread out to the dangerous regions afterward, who knows, maybe the locals know something we don’t.”

      Gengei nodded in agreement. “Very well, I will arrange two transports for your two teams to use.”
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* * *

      EDF outpost Hope city, Foicanta, Proxima Centauri system

      Human refugees from Earth moved out to this world after landing on Lejorania Sanctum in hopes of setting up a second location for them to live under the watchful eye of Radiance. The Celestial Order wasn’t too keen on the idea of humans coming to Foicanta to set up a base and city, thus the infamous ambush broke out targeting EDF-1 and -2 as they scouted the landscape.

      Hope city was founded sometime later, a small human settlement located in a region of Foicanta between its dark side and scorching light side. On this side of the planet, the star of Proxima Centauri appeared as if it were in the process of setting for the evening, only it never truly set, it hung in the horizon never moving. Temperatures here remain stable enough for liquid water to flow unrestricted and plants to grow. Unlike the dark side which was cold and devoid of light, and the great desert which was too hot. At the edge of the city lay a small EDF base where it stood guard and protected the human interests on the planet, and stood awaiting the transport ships from the Abyssal Sword as they descended from space to land.

      Dust from the seldom used landing pad kicked up in the skies as the two transports landed and their doors lifted open. A haggard man wearing an EDF officer’s uniform greeted the two emerging EDF teams as they leaped out of their transports. Colonel Derek Irons, the commanding officer of the base.

      “Good to see you all again,” Irons said as they all exchanged salutes.

      “Likewise, Colonel,” Gomez said.

      “As much as we’d like to chat and see what you done with the place,” Kasidey said.

      “Of course, right this way,” Irons said, then led the two teams into the two-story building. “We’ll get you guys set up. I’m not going to lie I’m glad you’re all here with this assessment.”

      “Why’s that, sir?” Gomez asked him.

      “We’re a little stretched thin here.”

      They entered the base; Rana saw exactly what the Colonel meant. At least sixty percent of the base’s staff was Radiance lending a hand to fill the positions EDF personnel was unable to fill. Still, it was nice to see the two sides working together, as Rana recalled a similar situation was brewing on Earth where Radiance and UNE shared cities, resources, and bases.

      “With all due respect sir, aren’t we all?” Gomez asked. “There were only so many humans that could have been jammed aboard the Explorer.”

      “Yes however, the problems here on Foicanta are much larger than the ones you face on Lejorania Sanctum. I’ve been asking for a more EDF teams to come here and give us a hand, but . . .”

      “I understand sir.”

      “Colonists are vanishing,” Irons said.

      Both Rana and Gomez stopped moving. Irons’ message meant only one thing. Their efforts during their encounter years ago were in vain. “I thought we put an end to that when we fought the order a few years ago?” Rana asked Irons.

      “It’s happening again. The issue comes then goes away, then comes back. Our previous disappearance was almost a year ago. Then two days ago we had a whole family vanish. We haven’t had a disappearance in a year, but I fear more will start to vanish soon because of that. I don’t have the manpower to look into it. Here’s the kicker,” Irons said as they all began walking again through the hallways. “The Abyssal Hammer was always in orbit when the reports of missing people were filed.”

      “That’s creepy as fuck,” Rana said.

      “We’ve been doing what we could to keep an eye on that ship,” Irons said. “But since we don’t have ships of our own out here.”

      “I see, not an easy job,” Gomez said.

      “We did however manage to track the Hammer leaving the system almost two months ago, they came back about three months later, that was two days ago.”

      The period of two days. It got Rana thinking about the head start Nodevar got. “Doesn’t sound like they were that far off then. The Hammer must have picked up his transport, then dropped them back off in the system just before we arrived.”

      “You see why I’m happy you’re here now?” Irons said. “Your mission might help us solve this mystery, the backup we needed.”

      Small bunks were provided to the two EDF teams to rest in as they day went on and they got settled at the base. Though on a world like this, it was hard to tell when night and day came where the setting sun never set. They were briefed the next morning on the situation regarding the missing human refugees living in the city.

      People typically vanished in their sleep with no signs of a struggle or someone breaking into their homes. Surveillance equipment always went haywire during the time the victims went missing adding to the mystery. It was suspected that perhaps a psionic performed these acts as a strong one could use their mind to disrupt security devices then teleport people away without anyone witnessing it. However there was no proof to support such a theory, only another psionic could detect a teleportation provided they were scanning the area in question. EDF lacked those naturally and the Radiance teams assisting EDF at the base lacked psionic personnel. Radiance wasn’t going to send such valuable assets like that to help EDF due to lack of staff.
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* * *

      Kasidey and EDF-3 boarded a transport that was sent to move out toward the desert where EDF first encountered the Celestial Order in hopes of finding a base of operations, and perhaps a camp where they might be holding kidnapped humans. EDF-2 boarded a transport that circled around Hope city, on patrol keeping an eye out for shady activities, bright flashes of blue light and the likes while EDF-7 patrolled the streets below.

      For three, fucking hours.

      The sight of the sun teasing a sunset, shining its deep red light down upon the city below got old fast. “Don’t think I could ever live on planet like this,” Rana said as she looked at the horizon from the open transport door.

      Cooper smiled at her. “Where the sun never sets?”

      “This is just crazy. Lejorania Sanctum was bad enough with a sun rising while another sets. But at least that was a seasonal thing; night time came eventually as the months go on. But this?”

      “Planets like this are common place in the galaxy from what I heard since there are so many red dwarf stars out there,” Cooper said, joining her at the view. “I kinda like it, no shortage of romantic sunsets.”

      “Yeah man, there ya go!” Gomez said from behind.

      Rana quickly realized the awkward situation she and Cooper were in, the two gazing at a sunset together, Gomez cheering his buddy to make a move on her. “Oh, please,” she said to Gomez.

      “How long have we been up here for?” Sergeant Tatiana Stepanovich grumbled from her seat in the back. Her question was also the only words she said since coming out of cryo, and therefore the first time she said a word in over five months.

      “Couldn’t tell you, the sun hasn’t moved,” Cooper said.

      Gengei’s holographic projection appeared upfront in the cockpit, he and the Linl pilot talked briefly before summoning Gomez to move up front to speak with him.

      “Captain, I hope you have some good news,” Gomez said to his hologram.

      Gengei said. “Our shipboard psionic has detected a small teleportation jump. A site to site teleportation to be exact.”

      “Location?”

      “That is the interesting part; it originated from the city you are above.”

      Everyone turned toward the cockpit, their eyes lit up at the new reveal. Finally a lead, Rana thought.

      Gengei’s hologram continued. “They ended up somewhere on the dark side of Foicanta. We will be transmitting those coordinates to you now.”
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* * *

      Dark side of Foicanta, Proxima Centauri system

      Rana saw the light from Proxima Centauri fade into obscurity as their transport crossed into the darkened region of the planet. The temperate trees and lakes were replaced with permanently frozen mountains and valleys that never saw light other than the stars and other celestial objects in the skies. The pilot carefully guided them toward a rugged snow-draped landscape, the location of the psionic teleportation.

      The transport’s searchlights were deployed as it came to a stop, hovering above the location. The four humans aboard watched in anticipation to see what would be unveiled from the darkness as the search continued. The searchlights stopped moving as they zeroed in and shined its bright light upon a large cave inside an icy crevasse carved deep into the land. There was a transport parked inside.

      “That’s not suspicious at all. Nope,” Gomez said half-jokingly.

      Rana looked at the transport closer. Its hull was painted a dark purple and blue. “Doesn’t look like a transport Radiance would use.”

      “How come we didn’t pick it up from orbit?” Gomez asked the pilot. “That’s a Hashmedai transport.”

      “Its main power has been shut down,” he said. “And its close proximity to the landscape probably helped mask its presence. Let’s not forget this is the dark side, nobody comes out here even the Celestial Order, they always operate on the light side.”

      “Any chances they found us?”

      “Not that I can see, their systems are all powered down,” the pilot said. “But remember it was a psionic teleportation that led us here.”

      “And they’re probably inside and sensed our presence,” Rana added.

      “Let’s check it out,” Gomez said, addressing his team. “Stepanovich overwatch from our transport, Farhadi and Cooper you’re with me.”

      The transport remained idle, hovering fifty meters above the land as Gomez, Rana and Cooper leaped out of it into the crevasse. Their MRF kicked in reducing their mass as they used the jets on their protect suits to guide their bodies closer to the cave in question.

      Stepanovich as ordered remained aboard, her sniper rifle aimed toward the cave, ready to shoot anything that posed a threat to the three as they surrounded the Hashmedai transport. The three made no sounds as they approached; their bodies still were still mass reduced due to the MRF. Gomez’s hand signals instructed Rana to circle around and check out the forward windshield, she saw nothing inside; it was time for a closer look.

      P-4 explosives were placed on the side of the Hashmedai transport door and exploded, blasting a gaping hole inside as they stormed in with their modified magnetic rifles drawn. They saw nothing from among the smoke and plasma burned remains of the door.

      “Clear,” Gomez said as he finished checking the cockpit.

      “Well that was anticlimactic,” Rana muttered.

      There was one section left unchecked, the rear cryo chamber. The three charged in but the targeting scanners of their rifles display reported zero contacts amongst the vacant cryo tubes. There was however something that caught Rana’s attention, blood on the floors, Hashmedai blood according to the information her rifles scanners displayed across her HUD. The trail of old dried blood had led toward a blood stained cryo tube. Whoever was dragged into it at the time was bleeding badly.

      “Cooper,” Gomez said to him. “You’re the computer whiz, see if you can get this shit working.”

      Cooper walked in front of computer terminal attempting to activate it. “Bad time to ask if any of you are experts on Hashmedai?” He asked as the device powered on along with the rest of the transport. “Hashmedai don’t normally use data crystals either. I have no idea how we are going to get a copy of this ship’s logs.”

      “One of the psionics aboard the Abyssal Sword should be able to access it with their mind,” Rana said. “Hopefully they can read their language as well.”

      “Wanted to avoid asking for more help from Radiance, but looks like we ain’t got a choice,” Gomez said. “I’ll hit them up.”

      “Whoever teleported out here, left pretty quickly,” Rana said, looking at the half-eaten food rations on the floor. “Probably on foot, since no other teleports were detected.”

      A psionic from the Abyssal Sword appeared minutes later after Gomez contacted Gengei, unveiling their findings to him. The psionic proceeded to connect their thoughts with the transports data banks, accessing its log then transmitting their findings upward in space, toward the minds of other psionics aboard the Abyssal Sword.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Abyssal Sword, Foicanta orbit, Proxima Centauri system

      EDF-2 along with Gengei and several bridge crew members stood in front of a hologram which displayed the data that was psionically recovered from the Hashmedai transport and transferred to the ships computers. The earliest logs from the transport went back to a time before the invasion of Earth. One particular playback showed Nodevar, two female Hashmedai assassins and a male psionic were aboard. Later the male psionic and one of the female assassins teleported out.

      “Those were the three assassins that attacked me on Earth,” Gengei said. “This must have been the transport they were operating on.”

      “They didn’t fuck around either,” Gomez said, looking at their equipment. The video moved forward briefly, Nodevar and a female assassin stripped down to have some rough zero-g sex. “They did however fuck.”

      Earth burning in the aftermath of a plasma bombardment from the imperial fleet appeared later in the playback, it caused all four EDF members to cringe. “There’s a sight I’d rather forget,” Rana said. She still had frightening dreams of being separated from her family during the attack, only to end up lucking out and getting selected to flee Earth.

      More footage from the transport’s databanks played, Nodevar and his mate had left, and the passengers of the transport became a new group of individuals. “A Linl? Wait,” Rana said pointing at one of them with dark skin. Upon closer a look, she corrected herself. “No, he’s human.”

      Gengei pointed to a young Hashmedai woman with pale skin and platinum hair who appeared alongside the newcomers to the projection. “She is princess Kroshka of the empire, that human man however, Major Vaughan said of him.” Gengei paused as his four eyes shut, trying to remember the man’s name. “Jake Johnson.”

      “I vaguely remember her talking about some guy that was clashing with her during that time and working with Hashmedai,” Gomez said, staring at the projection of the lone human amongst Hashmedai. “Guess that was him.”

      “We never figured out why he allied himself with them,” Gengei said. “Just that he assisted the Major in escaping the command ship before we destroyed it.”

      “That might explain it,” Cooper said, directing everyone’s attention back to the playback projection.

      Nodevar in it was seen dragging a female Hashmedai assassin onto the transport after everyone had left sometime later. She was ejecting large floating orbs of blood out from her chest, no doubt the source of the blood stains they found earlier. A male Hashmedai psionic stormed in. The transport’s security camera shook several times as the psionic and Nodevar fought each other in the cockpit. Earth was seen spinning in and out of sight from the windshield; the transport was tumbling out of control, ready to crash into Earth.

      “Infighting among the Hashmedai,” Gomez said as he watched the footage play. “Looks like not all the Hashmedai were on the same side.”

      “And Nodevar was clearly on one of the opposing sides,” Cooper said.

      “The Hashmedai always had an anti-religion stance,” Gengei said. “But if a group were to support the heretics who do believe in religion . . . It would cause conflict, not just because they support the order, but also because it goes against their laws.”

      “Maybe that Jake guy figured something out the rest of us didn’t,” Rana said. “There were two sides of Hashmedai on Earth.”

      “The heretics were on Earth during the invasion,” Gengei said. “A member of my team was secretly one of them.”

      The playback continued and the transport nearly crashed as the psionic teleported out. Nodevar returned to the cockpit’s controls and forced the craft to make a last minute recovery, launching it upward and back into space. Later they saw him enter a new course and the transport entered sub light speed. Nodevar returned to the dying female assassin and quickly placed her in a cryo tube then later himself.

      The projection had sped forward weeks later as there was nothing of interest to be shown. According to the flight data its location was outside of Sol in which it began to run low on fuel and slowed down. Proximity alarms began to sound as a Radiance cruiser approached it from behind, the Abyssal Explorer. The transport was swiftly picked up and guided inside the Explorer’s hanger bay via tractor beams.

      “Son of a bitch,” Gomez said.

      New video playback was shown, revealing that the transport was secured inside the Abyssal Explorer as the doors to it swung open by force. Veinea floated in and headed toward the rear cryo chamber and avoided the floating gobs of blood. She revived Nodevar from cryo and guided him out of the transport.

      “We were all in cryo during this point,” Gengei said.

      Several other personnel from the Explorer’s crew floated aboard after Nodevar’s revival. Gengei’s face leaned forward and tried to take in a closer look at the group. “Wyuei,” he said pointing to one of them wearing a Radiance doctor’s uniform. “He was one of the doctors of the Explorer.”

      “These people were clearly with the Celestial Order,” Cooper said. “Where’s the Explorer now?”

      “On route to new colony we founded on Rasi,” Gengei said. “We must warn them—”

      “Hold up.”

      Additional footage played to their surprise. The transport was secretly refueled and departed the Explorer. It was suspected by everyone that Nodevar killed General Hilemei sometime afterward. The transport with Nodevar at the helm accelerated toward Proxima Centauri and was picked up by another Radiance ship part way through the trek. It was then brought to Foicanta in which unconscious humans were placed aboard then dragged into cryo. Time passes and everyone saw the humans aboard get handed off to people of Radiance origin, most likely the Celestial Order. The injured female assassin was removed from her cryotube as well and medics attended to her injuries.

      The process of humans being loaded aboard repeated, until Nodevar boarded the transport one day and docked with the Abyssal Hammer. Months later he was revived and he returned to the controls to pilot the transport back to Lejorania Sanctum.

      “The missing humans . . .” Rana said.

      “I found a list of saved coordinates within its database as well,” one of the Sword’s ship board psionics reported.

      The projection shifted into an image of Foicanta’s surface in the sun baked light side region of the world. A mountainous range was visible with several circles hovering above it. It was places of interest to the Celestial Order, but the question was what?

      “Those coordinates,” Gomez said, glaring at the map. “That puts them deep inside those mountains. A base?”

      “It is possible,” Gengei said as he shifted his face toward the front of the bridge and ordered the helmsman to move the Sword over that region of the planet. “We will be performing a detailed scan of that area with both ship sensors combined with psionic readings.”

      The bridge carried out his command and attended their stations while the psionic team combined their thoughts together and touched the surface with their minds. The reports of their discovery appeared on an enormous 3D projection of the mountain range. It was so big it encompassed all the equipment and flooring of the bridge. It was as if they were all floating in the skies of Foicanta gazing down at the desert and mountains like birds in the sky.

      “There’s a monorail that leads into a complex here,” Gengei said as he pointed toward the desert south of the mountains. The hologram zoomed in showing the path of the monorail. “Abandoned mines as I recall, or so they want us to think.

      “Jefe, looks familiar?” Rana said, pointing to a small abandoned EDF garrison in the distance.

      “That’s where we got jumped years ago,” Gomez said. “And now there might be an order base just a few miles away.”

      “We probably stepped onto their turf, that’s why they attacked us.”

      “We lost some good people that day,” he said as the hologram moved toward an aerial view of the mountains. “Let’s remind them why you don’t fuck with the human race.”
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* * *

      Skies above Celestial Order Mountain base, Foicanta, Proxima Centauri system

      No time was wasted when the decision to raid the mountain base was made. Multiple transports carrying an alliance of EDF personnel and Radiance rangers burned through the skies and surrounded the suspected mountainous range. The transports carrying rangers moved in first, dropping their assault teams upon a small entrance near the summit of the mountains. As discovered with the scans from orbit, these led into small tunnels that served as hidden entrances.

      The transports carrying EDF personnel moved in afterward following the path of the monorail that led toward a platform that masqueraded as an entrance to an abandoned mining complex. Rana’s tactical visor activated as it synced up with their magnetic rifle. She looked out of the opened transport doors waiting for the tension to grow as the red dwarf’s light shined down on the region through the cloudless skies.

      Everyone was on edge as there was no psionic support. As detailed as the scans from orbit were, the Sword couldn’t get a clear idea as to how deep the tunnels went. A blind teleport might result in them inside the rock face. Getting a stable foothold in the area then calling for psionic support was the game plan. Assuming they didn’t get shot down first as the EDF transports came under heavy surface to air weapons fire as they neared the monorail platform.

      “Hang on!” Gomez yelled as the transport began to swerve left to right to avoid losing more shield power than it already had.

      “They ain’t gonna make this easy!” Rana shouted as she pointed toward several order rangers down below shooting upward toward them.

      Several volleys of plasma missiles launched from their transport’s weapon ports. The chained explosions sent the order loyal rangers fleeing as massive flaming explosions enveloped the platform. Magnetic rifle fire from the group ceased shortly afterward. For how long was anyone’s guess, but it was long enough for the transports to rapidly land and allow members from EDF-2, 3 and 7 depart and storm past the flames and partially vaporized remains of order rangers.

      Their deadly assault had guided them past the entrance while their rifles cut down the scattered and disorganized order members. Some of them where still flaying about, engulfed in flames from the barrage of missiles fired earlier. Additional order members arrived to support their failed entrance defense teams, but it wasn’t enough. Rana could see some teams stop and backtrack, mostly recalled to deal with the rangers from the Sword that were now entering the mountains. The order was faced with battle on two fronts. A battle they couldn’t win.

      The three EDF teams pushed and pushed further in, gunning down anyone that wasn’t friendly, anyone that aimed a weapon in their general direction. MRF from their protect suits only aided in their push and allowed them to somewhat circumvent the higher gravitation pull of Foicanta. Some EDF members quickly ran along the sides of the walls to get behind crates other rangers used as cover. Plasma grenades put an end to them as the parkour like wall-running humans continued.

      “Gengei we’re moving inside,” Gomez transmitted as he and Rana laid down suppressive fire toward three order loyal rangers. “Have your psionics keep track of our signal so they know where to port in.”

      “Understood,” Gengei’s voice said. “Three of my ranger teams have found smaller caves and have encountered heavy resistance.”

      “Send me their location we’ll help them out.” A small holo map manifested across their HUDs on their tactical visors. Flashing dots represented the signals of the Sword’s rangers in need of assistance. “Colonel, permission to assist the rangers?”

      “Do it, we’ll push in further with EDF-3,” Irons said.

      “Alright,” Gomez said to EDF-2 “Let’s give ‘em hand!”

      Gomez and Rana led the charge into a central promenade of the order’s base along with Stepanovich and Cooper. Their shields were still reasonably high and therefore could afford to take a few shots before having to duck for cover. They pushed onward running and gunning, before they took a slight detour into a hallway on the right. EDF-7 covered their charge and ensured none of the surviving order rangers stepped foot into the hallway they entered. The four ran through the halls and followed the signal Gengei transmitted to them. Rana looked back from time to time to ensure nobody was following them, they were in the clear. For now.

      The hallways came to an end as they arrived at the location where the pinned down rangers were. It was a newly tunneled out cave by the looks, no lights, installed flooring or ceiling panels like the rest of the base. Probably some sort of expansion the order was working for their hidden base.

      Idle construction equipment provided cover for Rana while idle tunnel boring devices scattered about gave the rest of her comrades a place to duck behind and hide as they assessed the situation. The rangers that needed assistance were under attack by not just a small group of order rangers, but Hashmedai warriors and guardians as well.

      “That’s an odd mix,” Cooper said.

      “Guardians first, while their backs are turned,” Gomez whispered to them. “Farhadi you got the good shit?” Rana held a plasma grenade in her hands, and grinned toward Gomez, he grinned back. “Damn girl, you know what to do.”

      Gomez’s fingers counted down, while everyone else held onto their rifles. Five, four, three, two, one.

      Rana primed and held her grenade. Her visor’s HUD provided a superimposed overlay that and informed her where the grenade was expected to land and explode. It was in sync with her hand that held it and automatically accounted for the gravity of the planet. She tossed the device and was forced to use more strength than she would have normally used on Earth to make it spiral toward the feet of the guardians.

      The grenade crashed into the ground making enough noise for the Hashmedai to turn and see it rolling toward them. Some ran, not that it would help them, the blast went off seconds later. The lower body of the guardians was incinerated instantly as all four EDF-2 members sprung up from their cover and held the trigger of the rifles, and didn’t release their finger from it until the rocky tunnels were painted with the blood and brains and Hashmedai and order rangers.

      The pinned down rangers from the Sword exited from their cover and joined in the fun. Rana’s visor displayed the results of the battle: Zero hostile targets detected.

      The four moved toward the rangers, some of them were injured and in need of assistance. Rana stopped part way there as she felt the ground tremble. Seconds later it happened again, each time was more violent than the last. Tiny rocks from the ceiling of the cave fell along with plumes of dust.

      “What the hell?” Rana said.

      “Gengei that tremor didn’t feel right, any idea what’s going?” Gomez transmitted. There was however no response. “Captain Gengei?”

      Ten seconds later Gengei's voice came in, and it was one of a frantic captain. “We are under attack!”

      Boom.

      The caves rumbled again, Rana nearly lost her balance with the last impact. Gomez and Stepanovich moved forward to assist the rangers. Rana was about to do the same until she saw Cooper kneel to examine the rock face he stood on. Rana stepped over to him to see what got his attention.

      “What’s up?” she asked him.

      “Oh shit . . .” he said slowly getting to his feet.

      Rana looked down at what he was looking at; the ground was cracking and crumbling quickly. Neither of the two had a chance to say or do anything more, the rocky ground below them gave away, sending their bodies tumbling down into a deep clearing below.

      Rana couldn’t see what exactly was going on, just that her HUD reported her shields took massive drops in power as she hit every single piece of the rock face on her tumble down. Her MRF kicked in seconds later, but it was too late, gravity did its job, she and Cooper slowly slammed into another newly tunneled out hallway amongst crashing boulders.

      Rana shields were at three percent as a result of the fall. Fan-fucking-tastic.

      “Damn it, you guys okay?” Gomez transmitted to them.

      Rana rose and along with Cooper, she brushed the cloud of dust away from her face as she began search for her rifle. “We’re fine,” she said. She looked up and saw several stray boulders quickly fall down the hole and pivoted away to avoid getting crushed. “Keep going we’ll manage!”

      There were too many rocks falling for them to jump jet back up, the random tremors weren’t helping the situation. Gomez and Stepanovich jumping down wouldn’t be much help either, they’d be trapped like them. She and Cooper had to move on and try to regroup. The two retrieved their rifles from the rubble and proceeded through the only viable path for them in the tunnel.

      The lightless caves were illuminated with their night vision mode through their tactical visors. The tunnels eventually came to an end, leading them into a small room. It was outfitted with metal walls, floors and ceiling, a small elevator was off to the right side, while several computers were linked up with to a group of cryostasis pods.

      The two hunkered down as their night vision automatically shut down, the room had bright lights equal to that of standard Radiance levels. Several people inside the room were frantically trying to back up data from the computers as an Aryile female psionic teleported in and out of the room, taking personnel, equipment and cryostasis tubes with her. Rana glanced at the glass casing of the tubes, many of them had humans inside, and others . . . had strange creatures inside them, creatures she never seen before. If she didn’t know any better, they might have at one point been human.

      Wait, Rana thought as she looked at the woman closer. It was Veinea. Nodevar stepped out of the elevator. He and Veinea were the last of the personnel inside the room, Rana held onto her rifle hard and looked at Cooper. His eyes were zeroed in on Veinea and Nodevar, she was going to need his assistance in the take down she was plotting in her head.

      Nodevar pushed the final cryostasis tube toward Veinea, it had the Hashmedai female assassin inside they saw on the projection. Veinea vanished along with the cryostasis tube, seconds before Rana was about to deliver some human justice. Fuck!

      Nodevar remained; Veinea must be coming back for him. Rana and Cooper waited, and waited. This time, EDF would be dishing out the ambush and the order would be on the receiving end of it wondering what the fuck happened. Blue light flashed, Veinea rematerialized. It was the cue the two were waiting for.

      Rana and Cooper rose from their hiding place, their rifles pointed forwarded and fired after they both hurled two plasma grenades inside.

      Veinea quickly reacted by erecting a psionic barrier.

      But it wasn’t enough. The two were caught off guard.

      Rana and Cooper were victorious.
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      Crimson Arrow, Debris field, Morutrin system

      The Morutrin system was littered with not only a sizeable asteroid belt, but several debris fields full of chunks of melted, burnt metal and wreckage of ships during the days when the Hashmedai battled for control of this system against the old Linl republic and later the Radiance Union, after the Linl became the fifth member.

      Salvagers were known to raid the hulks of some of the ghost ships adrift in the many debris fields, especially the ones closet to the asteroid belt. A unique food chain of sort was established as control of the system by all sides was lost. Lyonria artifacts were known to be buried inside a few asteroids, prime targets for researchers to study them, and prime targets for pirates that would attack and raid their ships. Salvagers would then show up to not only loot junked warships for spare parts but would look out for research ships adrift, taking anything of value the pirates left behind. Thus allowing for larger pirate groups to attack the salvagers, taking anything of value they might be holding in their stores.

      This is of course under the assumption there were no Radiance or Imperial ships in the area as neither side liked pirates and salvagers, and wouldn’t hesitate to attack them should they come near transports and cargo haulers from either side. The debris field within the asteroid belt became a hot spot for pirate and salvager activity after Noylarlie’s escape in the Crimson Arrow from the system nearly thirty years ago. Her psionic powers hurled a massive asteroid into a Radiance cruiser. The ship was a loss to Radiance, but a large section of its hull remained intact including its bridge, supplies and some of its weapons.

      Salvagers rose to the challenge of looting it, while pirates swooped in and preyed on ships that weren’t fast enough to escape them. The Crimson Arrow was once again back in the sector, this time Noylarlie’s sister was at the helm, and this time she was here to stalk a target, rather than escape from one.

      Phylarlie cut the engines of the Crimson Arrow as she made it land on an obscure asteroid. Once the landing was complete she spun around to face Danyal, whose gaze was fixed on the data pad he held in his hands, reading its contents. “Put that away, we’re here,” she said to him.

      Danyal’s head jerked up, startled by Phylarlie’s call toward him. “Yo! I might be on to something here.” Danyal turned the data pad around so that the screen faced Phylarlie. There were pictures of—

      No wait. It can’t be.

      She removed her seat belt and pushed on the side dash board, flinging her body closer toward him. As she got near she yanked the data pad out from his hands and looked at what was being displayed on the screen. “Is that?”

      “The wraith? Yes, it is.” There was no doubt about it; it was a picture of a cryotube with wraith inside, on the screen of his data pad. “According to this, Rana encountered them eight years ago. So if you don’t mind I’d like to keep reading through these files, maybe I’ll find something I can pass on to that Aryile.”

      Phylarlie examined the data pad itself, and took notice of the damage done to it, burn marks, light scratch marks and dents were on its screen. It had been through a lot over the years. “Where did you get that data pad and its contents?” she asked as she handed it back to him.

      “Like I said, Rana is the daughter a good friend of mine,” Danyal said. “I’ve been trying to find her since I left Earth. I put out an ad on the knowledge network and some psionic showed up and sold me this.”

      Interesting, but we have a task to finish here, she thought then directed Danyal’s attention to a hologram depicting sensor scans of the region. She zoomed the holographic projection on their target, the pirate ship they had been chasing for the last day or two, it was floating idle.

      “Well, hello,” Danyal said, looking at the flickering blue and white image. “Now how do we get aboard without getting sawed in half with bullets?”

      “I can’t move the Crimson Arrow further, or we’ll risk getting detected.”

      “So?”

      “So . . .” Phylarlie entered the rear cabin of the Crimson Arrow and gestured to Danyal to follow her. “Let’s go for walk,” she said in a flirty voice.

      She ventured further into the darkened cabin away from the light shining through the windshield of the cockpit. Only her red-orange eyes, glowing in the darkness and the faint lights from wall mounted computer terminals could be seen. Phylarlie reached into a storage compartment where she pulled out two space suits, and tossed one through the weightless area toward Danyal as he entered.

      Danyal held onto the space suit looking at it with his dimly glowing hybrid eyes. “Oh fuck.”

      “Scared?”

      “By walk I thought you meant a stroll on the ship.”

      She laughed at him as she began to suit up. “Honestly, I’d prefer you stay, being the heir to the empire. But I can’t use my cloak while inside this. So do me a favor and don’t die okay?”

      Phylarlie finished gearing up, all that remained was the helmet . . . And for Danyal to figure out how to get his suit on, she moved closer to him to assist. “I guess I should be flattered, a woman actually gives a shit about me for once.”

      “Please, you have a use to me and the empire, that’s it.”

      She patted him on the shoulder once the task of dressing for space was complete. Both of them placed their large, bulky helmets on and Phylarlie interacted with the terminal on the wall that opened the door to the Crimson Arrow. Light from Morutrin shined in as the doors opened, she had to block out the light with her hand as it beamed all over her pale-blue face. She gave Danyal a quick rundown on how to use the suit and its jets before using hers to propel herself outside, past the self irising shields of the Crimson Arrow and into space.

      The asteroid they landed on was below her, it’s heavily cratered surface reflected sun light back up toward her. Phylarlie checked back and forth to ensure Danyal was behind her and to ensure they were on course, toward the pirate ship that was deeper in the debris and asteroid field. Their trek through the cluttered obstacle course was a long one, one that gave the two the time to witness firsthand the destructive aftermath of Noylarlie’s power. The mangled Radiance cruiser adrift with an asteroid lodged against the underside of it.

      Radiance cruisers typically had a crew of hundreds aboard, sometimes thousands depending on the mission. It was doubtful most of the crew survived; the thought had Phylarlie try to wrap her mind around the sheer number of lives her sister took away instantly with a single thought of her brain.

      They neared the pirate ship and hid behind the remains of a large bulkhead floating outside of the ship. There was a solo pirate performing a space walk. He was armed with a rifle, but spent most of the time checking his scanners, he was looking for lost cargo by the looks. Which would explain why they came to a stop here, they must have detected something of value nearby. In any case, the stray pirate was a risk if they planned to board his ship undetected. Phylarlie asked Danyal to stay low in their cover as she used the jets of her suit to maneuver, up and around, hiding behind lumps of junk as she got closer to him.

      The back of the pirate was in sight as she held onto her twin plasma daggers; they emitted their familiar greenish hue as she swooped down to make the kill. Her first thrust entered the back of his neck, while her second swung around and pieced through his forehead. Air hissed and escaped from the two holes she made in him and his suit. Streams of weightless blood squirted out into space and froze into crimson crystals. Phylarlie felt the pirate’s body twitch rapidly, so she moved the dagger that was stuck in his face upward, cutting half his head and brain in two during the process.

      The twitching stopped, and she kicked his lifeless body away, but not before she grabbed his rifle. The pirate’s body tumbled and somersaulted into the abyss, a trail of crystallized blood was left in its wake.

      Danyal’s jets moved him toward Phylarlie after the kill was made. She handed him the pirate’s rifle as they headed toward the airlock of the pirate ship, making no sounds, or tripping any sensor warnings. The airlock was still active so they climbed in and began the process of pressurizing it.

      Fresh air came in and as a livable environment was restored, she removed her suit quickly. Then she saw Danyal’s facial expression as she stripped out of it, the act made him slightly aroused, his helmet didn’t hide anything.

      “Stop looking at my ass,” she said.

      “Hey now!”

      “Stand guard and stay low in the airlock,” she said as she rearmed herself with her daggers. “If things go wrong, don’t be afraid to head back to Crimson Arrow and leave.”

      “By myself? I can’t fucking fly it.”

      “I fail to see how staying here is a better idea.”

      He grunted. “Okay, you and I are going to have to spend more time planning raids like this if we’re going to be working together.”

      Phylarlie vanished as she activated her cloaking device and slipped out into the halls of the pirate ship. She moved through the hallways, pulling along the wall handles to build momentum. She first got the lay of the land so to speak, exploring every room, hallway, and section of the ship. She counted four pirates. One of them was nursing some wounds on his body, wounds that were consistent with a battle with the wraith. Looks like one of them managed to escape the attack. It’s a shame the wraith didn’t finish him off, would be one less target to deal with.

      The loot that was found at the Linl dig site was found in a storage lock up, next to that lock up were the holding cells in which the crew of the Dark Star were chained up to the walls, all them donning slave collars. She moved toward Trin, while still under the cover of her cloak. She couldn’t help but laugh at the spot he was now in. Part of her wanted to leave him here, so that he can suffer and know what it felt like to have his powers stripped away, while an explosive device inside the collar could go off at any time ending his existence.

      But she needed him alive, she needed the Dark Star’s crew if they were going to stand a chance of dealing with the wraith threat still looming in the system. Phylarlie returned to the halls of the ship, and began to search for a pirate that possessed the controller to the slave collars. She found him in the mess hall, as he stuffed his Aryile face with green vegetables. It was also the pirate who was wounded. She plunged her dagger into his chest, cutting and burning a wide gash across it. His chest was where a most of the bandages were applied. She wanted to add to his pain by reopening his wounds as she cut him open. Some of his internal organs within his chest started to float out of the massive opening she created.

      The three remaining pirates joined the fate of her recent kill, their throats were all slit so completely their heads remained attached to their bodies by a tiny string of flesh that didn’t burn from the heat of her plasma daggers. She freed the Dark Star’s crew afterward, removing their slave collars via the control she obtained from one of the pirates. Trin, Bira, and the two wounded crew members talked amongst each other as they realized freedom might be close.

      They looked around puzzled as to why they were being let free, and why their cell doors suddenly opened. Phylarlie waited for them to float away before she unveiled herself by shutting off her cloaking device.

      “Phylarlie . . .” Trin said as he saw her appear. “Can’t believe you came back for us. You could have just left us.”

      “There’s been some new developments,” Phylarlie said to him. “This whole system is at risk. I’m going to need help to make things right. I got a ship in the sector, should be enough room aboard for you all.”

      “Hold it, they took our stuff.”

      Right. The equipment from the Linl site, it will be tough to haul it out manually. “In that case,” Phylarlie said to Trin.

      “We need to take control of this ship and send it to the Dark Star. Besides, it’s in better condition, we can break it down for parts to make repairs.”

      It was a simple task at first now that all the pirates were dead, it would just be a matter of taking control of the cockpit and leaving the sector. But as Phylarlie had said time and time again, nothing is ever easy. As they exited the holding area she was greeted to the horrific sight of a wraith. He wore the same outfit the first pirate she slashed open, the pirate that was injured from the wraith attack on the buried Linl ship. He must have been infected, but didn’t turn as he wasn’t mortally injured.

      Phylarlie’s attack only made matters worse.

      “Shit.” I should have cut is head off like the rest . . .
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* * *

      Danyal heard the pirate ship rumble as multiple psionic attacks were fired at an unknown target. He held onto his rifle and peered through the airlock windows into the halls of the pirate ship. His first thoughts were to communicate with Phylarlie, find out what’s going on, just he never figured out how the communication systems in the space suit work. That and she took her suit off, he’d have to communicate to her directly by accessing her ear communication implant, however the fuck those work.

      Another blast went off, the lights in the hallway began to flicker, major damage must have been done to the inside. He hit the commands to force the doors in front of him to open and exited the airlock. His rifle extended forward, and his hands trembled slightly as he floated forward, not knowing what was going to come out from around the corner.

      A loud deafening shriek erupted.

      He spun around to face the source of the shrill. A wraith appeared from a forking passageway of the corridor he was in. He fired his rifle at it and every bullet tore holes through its chest and torso, but pain was something that didn’t exist for wraith, and it showed as it ran toward him at insane speeds.

      Wait.

      It ran.

      There was no gravity.

      What the fuck?

      Danyal instinctively retreated; only his act put him back inside the airlock. He was trapped; the angry wraith quickly stepped inside with him. Bullets weren’t putting it down and his mind was going a million kilometers a second. Panic, terror, was taking control. True he got mauled by these things before, but who’s to say he’d walk away from it again? Maybe whatever virus these things had wasn’t strong enough in the one that put him down, perhaps that’s why he didn’t change?

      Fuck, fuck, fuck this can’t be the end!

      The wraith shrieked again, as if it was celebrating its upcoming victory. Danyal needed a way out. And he found it. The airlock command. He hit the command with his fist quickly, forcing the door separating the halls and the airlock to slam shut, and the airlock doors behind him to pop open.

      Vacuum did its thing seconds later, him and the wraith were blown out into space.

      He lost his grip of the rifle as his body tossed and turned away from the pirate ship. The wraith was probably experiencing the same thing just he had no idea exactly where it was, or where he was tumbling to. He did have one advantage, the jets on his suit. He fired them periodically to slow his spinning down and regain control of his body. He couldn’t see where the wraith ended up, but did see his rifle continue to swirl away out of control.

      His jets guided him toward his loose weapon and grabbed hold of it after an annoying five-minute chase. Danyal was rearmed and alone, with a wraith on the loose in the depths of space. If bullets through the chest didn’t down it, what were the chances space would? It had to have been alive and was now a major threat to any salvager or pirate that might come out here looking for loot. It would only be a matter of time before the virus started to spread to folks out in this sector of space, and spread it to the rest of the system.

      The hunt was on, too bad there was no way to tell Phylarlie he was alive.

      Danyal’s search for the wraith amongst the wreckage and asteroids led him toward the mangled Radiance cruiser Noylarlie bested years ago. The HUD on his helmet automatically targeted the wraith and zoomed on it. It was climbing aboard that ship, the bridge to be exact. Not on my watch!

      He jets accelerated him toward the ruined cruiser and he boarded it in pursuit. The ruined bridge was dark, its forward windshield long shattered to pieces. Several computer stations were straight up pulled out from the walls, salvagers at work. The hardware that was left behind was badly burned and no doubt considered to be a waste of time. He brushed away floating bits of metal, bolts, glass, and dead bodies of the bridge crew preserved after all these years.

      The only way out of the bridge was through the elevator or rather what was left of its shaft and therefore the path the wraith took. It was pitch black, only his lights on his helmet lit the way, even then those were dim, Hashmedai after all didn’t require a whole lot of light to see in the dark. The shaft wasn’t showing a lot of promise as he descended into it. Most of the ship was inaccessible due to the massive asteroid practically fused inside it; other decks fell on top of each other.

      He neared the bottom of the shaft, and quickly held onto the melted remains of ladder on the side. His helmet’s lights briefly shined upon the wraith at the bottom. It was furious, clawing away at the walls. Its feet were on the ground as if there was gravity, it was stuck and probably wasn’t smart enough to use the ladder next to it, or not smart enough to stop using whatever powers it had that allowed it to walk despite being in a weightless area.

      Whatever, tonight you die.

      Danyal lowered his rifle, took aim, and pulled the trigger. He didn’t let go until the creature stopped moving.

      It did after two minutes. So he fired again, just to make sure.

      He lowered himself down upon of it, and gazed at its bullet ridden body. He wasn’t convinced he was safe and aimed toward its neck. The next barrage of bullets ripped hundreds of holes into its neck, severing its head from its body.

      There’s no way it’s coming back from that, he thought as saw its head bounce and float around.
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* * *

      Dark Star, Derkurio orbit, Morutrin system

      Odelea winced after listening to Phylarlie’s story transmitted to her from the captured pirate ship. Rescuing the Dark Star team from them was one thing, but taking their ship and chasing and killing a stray wraith? It was the one and only time she felt safe around Hashmedai, if they can survive problems like that, she had nothing to worry about given their situation.

      She moved away from her work on the computer and glanced at the Dark Star’s scanners, the pirate ship along with the Crimson Arrow dropped out of sub light speeds, and entered orbit alongside the Dark Star. Phylarlie, Danyal and the Dark Star’s crew boarded later, Odelea hoped that Phylarlie remembered to explain that she Eicelea and Vynei were aboard, members of Radiance, who were using their ship as if they were part of its crew.

      Phylarlie and Danyal entered the cockpit and moved directly toward Odelea. Phylarlie had a devious smirk on her face and her hands behind her back. Odelea didn’t pay any attention to her at first as she returned to her computer to continue her search into finding a cure. “I got a gift for you,” Phylarlie said.

      Odelea turned away to see what the gift was. Phylarlie plopped the mangled and severed head of a wraith the desk in front of her. Odelea’s screams could be heard throughout the entire ship. Phylarlie’s uncontrollable laugher, followed suit. “This is why my people can’t forge a peace agreement with your kind!” Odelea said.

      “I’m sure it is,” Phylarlie said.

      “Have you not considered this might be a biohazard?”

      “Figured you’d want a sample to study, but you’re the expert not me.”

      Odelea scanned the cockpit with her data pad, Eicelea’s data pad that is. At this point, Eicelea had given up trying to take it back when Odelea snatched it. “I’m not reading any contaminants in the air,” Odelea said. “So the virus is indeed spread only through cuts and bites.”

      “Might explain that one pirate we found,” Phylarlie said. “He turned but only after I attacked him.”

      “The virus only works when the host is near death. Which means it can still infect someone if they come in contact.”

      Phylarlie crossed her arms. “So we all could be infected right now if he had been harmed by them?”

      “And we won’t know it until we die. Let’s not take any chances however; I’ll use the pirate ship as a testing ground.”

      “By the way, the wraith existed a few years ago on some planet called Foicanta,” Danyal said as he held up his data pad. “Been reading the contents of this pad, a human solider encountered them, might be something useful to it in regard to finding a cure.”

      Odelea raised her eyebrow, fascinated at the newfound information. She then remembered another critical fact, one that might make the cure a reality. “And let’s not forget you resisted the virus all out,” she said to Danyal. “I’ll need you to work with me.”
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* * *

      An hour had passed since Odelea and Danyal left the Dark Star to start future testing into a cure. Some of the equipment that was acquired from the Linl dig site was brought back aboard the Dark Star. Eicelea was surprised how well it still operated as she tinkered with it. There was valuable data recorded on the devices in regard to what the Linl were studying and discovered. After all, they were officially the first to discover the existence of a Lyonria wormhole generator. Nobody else who studied the Lyonria had seen one prior to the colonization of Rasi and Oyuri. It was that knowledge that was going to teach them how to reactivate it, and once again make her famous. The Linl that made this discovery were long dead, somebody needed to come out and reveal this new trove of data. That someone was going to be Eicelea.

      The corner of Eicelea’s eye caught a disturbing discovery that was transmitted to her via the live video playback of her drone, still locked away on the inside the Linl ship. The wraiths, the human ones with cybernetic upgrades began to show signs of learning how to jump port and teleport and master other forms of psionic skills. Some teleported away and never returned. Where they ended up was anyone’s guess.

      “Oh this is not good.”
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      Silver Raven, Kuiper belt, Sol system

      Jazz’s opened his eyes up on his own accord for once.

      No alarms, no life or death situations, no uncomfortable hard-ass floor. He woke up because his body told him he’d had more than enough sleep. And it felt amazing.

      He broke free from his zero-g sleeping bag made from his blanket, took a look at his room, and wondered about the events the previous night, in which Chloe came in claiming to be Vaishea. Hell who was Jazz kidding? It was Vaishea. According to the chat they had, Vaishea remembered everything right up until the memory swap with Chloe. They spent a solid two or three hours chatting and catching up, like an old friend swinging by to visit.

      No man, Vaishea is gone. Accept it. Must have been a whack ass dream or something, he thought as he took notice of several of his belongings floating about.

      And as he remembered from the previous night’s events, dream, whatever the fuck it was, Vaishea took interest in some of his Earthly possessions, such as his music player. He grabbed it and looked at the holographic UI. 90s R&B playlist was still loaded, and Vaishea during her stay had taken a liking to that genre of music, the two listened to the songs together while they chatted.

      Jazz exited his room after stowing his belongings away in a cabinet. There wasn’t much activity aboard the Silver Raven. Veloshira, Eupiar, Destiny, and Chloe were all asleep. He entered the cockpit and performed a quick systems check to ensure everything was all good. The ship was on auto pilot as it continued its five-day course toward the inner planets of Sol. A growl in his belly forced him to leave his post and make his way into the lounge for breakfast, something he hadn’t had in ages.

      HLF breakfast rations, courtesy of Destiny for thinking ahead prior to them leaving Earth. Tortilla shells and large servings of scrambled eggs floated in front of Jazz as he tore open the grey vacuum-sealed packages. He combined the two together to make a basic breakfast wrap, a tube full of cheese that looked more like orange toothpaste was added over top of the meal to improve its bland taste.

      Chloe floated into the lounge as he took the sixth bite of his meal. He kept silent, not just because he was still chewing his food, but because of what happened last night. She looked and acted like the Chloe he’d known, wasn’t happy to see him, no hello as she went for rations of her own to eat. No way was this Vaishea, it must have been a dream, one brought on by wishful thinking no doubt, as he was starting to like Vaishea after all.

      “What’s wrong?” Chloe asked him as she ripped open a package containing sunny side eggs and bacon.

      What the fuck we had bacon? “Err nothing,” he said, returning to his meal after realizing he had been looking at her the whole time. “You okay?”

      “Having trouble sleeping must be side effects from getting my memories back.”

      She’s talking about getting her memories back, this is Chloe for sure, not Vaishea. I must be trippin’.

      The two of them consumed their meals as the rest of the crew awoke from their sleep and joined them. Veloshira and Eupiar shared Hashmedai rations, consisting of dried meat products, while Destiny found yet another breakfast pack that had eggs and bacon, much to Jazz’s dismay. Not much else happened as they day progressed. Veloshira remained in the cockpit monitoring shipwide systems, Eupiar took to her laptop and analyzed and cataloged the trove of intel that was gathered from Rasi and the Abyssal Pelican.

      Boring? Perhaps, but Jazz didn’t care, R&R was needed for them all. Lunch time was meet with everyone gathered together in the lounge feasting on lunch rations, at least those that partook in lunch. Destiny and Eupiar weren’t too keen on eating as their eyes were locked onto one of the holographic screens from Eupiar’s laptop as a movie played, one of many she had saved to it. He overheard them talk about playing video games on it later in the evening, not a bad idea. Jazz used to spend his free time during his tours in Afghanistan playing games.

      Evening came, according to the shipwide clocks at least. Chloe grumbled about being tired and exhausted and retired early for the day. Probably for the best as she pretty much avoided everyone, even Veloshira started opening up to Destiny despite the language barrier between them. Jazz retired to his room after watching one last movie with Eupiar, Destiny, and Veloshira on her laptop, Star Wars.

      Day one of five was drawing to an end without incident. No Celestial Order ambushes or hidden UNE patrols. This is great, he thought as he began to wrap himself up in his floating blankets and play some music before heading to sleep. He selected 80s hip hop on his music player, reclined, and shut his eyes.

      That was until there was a knock on his door.

      He left his sleep space to open the door. It was Chloe, only she wasn’t acting like her, no this was Vaishea, again. What the fuck is going on? He thought as she entered his room.

      “Hello again,” she said, smiling to him.

      “What’s going on? Chloe or Vaishea. Make up your mind!”

      “I wish I knew,” she said. “I was with you here not long ago.”

      Well this confirms it, I ain’t dreaming or tripping, this is the real deal. Split personalities. Terrific. “Yeah I remember that. We chatted then you left.”

      “I was tired, went to take a nap.”

      “Chloe moaned all day about being tired,” he said moving toward his makeshift sleeping bag. “Perhaps your memories take over when she tries to sleep?”

      “And she comes back when I try to sleep? That’s possible.”

      “This was supposed to be five days of no problems!” He reached over to his music player to shut it off. He needed silence to process what was going on. “Fuck me!”

      “I’m a problem for you now?” she said with concern in her voice.

      “No, sorry.” He paused and took several deep breathes to calm his frustrated mind down. “It’s just . . .”

      “You got anger issues, problems with dealing with stress.”

      “PTSD as we call it,” he said as he turned back around to face her.

      “Relax and tell me all about it,” she said. Jazz’s mouth twisted at the request and gave her a weird glare. “I was a counselor remember? Let me try to help you.”

      He grunted. “I’m beyond help.”

      She wasn’t taking no for an answer and practically forced him to lie back as she floated next to him like a therapist talking to her client. The only thing she was missing was a clipboard and pen to write stuff down and make notes as he began to explain everything about his life. May as well, there was no way he could get shut eye with the new discovery on his mind.

      Jazz took it from the top; he had no money to go to college and joined the Canadian armed forces as a means of paying for it. He was shipped to Afghanistan as a result to participate in the war on terror. He didn’t want to be a fighter he just wanted to not have money issues in life. The war cost him his marriage with Alisha as he was away too long and didn’t speak with her. He had hoped to get back with her, prove to her that he was still worth it, but it never happened. Alisha ended up meeting Jason, their relationship flourished quickly as Jazz ended up lashing out at everyone that angered him, especially thugs in Toronto and the likes. His life as deranged vigilante turned him into a drifter, one that ended up in Las Vegas where he spent money he had saved on escorts like Destiny, her line of work before the invasion and the creation of the HLF. The Hashmedai invasion of Earth came later, triggering his quest to recue Hannah and Alisha, only for them to slip away into the arms of the order. It was his biggest failure in life yet.

      “I’m a fuck up, yo. Can’t get shit right half the time.”

      Vaishea shook her head and said. “You’re blaming yourself for things you can’t control.”

      “If I hadn’t enlisted, we’d still be married.”

      “And you believe that was the best course of action?”

      “Hannah and Alisha shouldn’t be a part of this mess,” he said looking up at the metal bulkheads on the ceiling. “I could have steered them away if we were still close. Hell if I had only managed to get them off Earth with me, they wouldn’t be in this mess. But Jason . . . Fuck! Fuck that guy, he had to mess it all up.”

      “Is that why you killed him?” Jazz faced her, and did his best to refrain from another outburst as a result of her calling him out. “Or was it because you were jealous that he was with her and you wanted him out of Alisha’s life?”

      “You’re lucky I like you.”

      “You’re obsessed with Alisha, Jazz.” She folded her hands together and continued her discovery. “The ending of your marriage combined with what war did to your mind hurt you. You refused to move on like she did, kept yourself single on purpose in hopes that you two will get back together one day. Sex workers took care of your needs in the meantime.”

      No you got it all wrong! Is what he wanted to say. But, she was right.

      Lying to himself was a trick he picked up god knows when, and it allowed him to go through life feeling a little better. If the truth hurts, just keep it away from you. That way you can't be hurt. Everything Jazz did he told himself it was for the greater good and that he was not wrong, even killing Jason. At the time he told himself it was the right thing to do.

      “And now you blame yourself for failing to make it happen,” Vaishea said, “by arguing that the mess she and Hannah are in was a result of you not being good enough.”

      “Still, what if it was different?”

      “Like what? You two still being married?”

      “Yeah.”

      “We’d all be in trouble.”

      How so? He thought, then began to critically analyze the last long list of events he went through in life.

      Had he and Alisha still be married, they would have been together living on the east coast, the invasion would have broken out and they would have been amongst the two billion lives killed worldwide as the east coast was obliterated. Sure she was in LA at the time of the attack, and it was possible he would have been there in Jason’s place. In which case they both probably would have left for Lejorania Sanctum.

      Jazz wouldn’t have achieved the things he did to fight the order. “There’s a whole bunch of ways this could have ended,” he said.

      “And most of them would have been worse than were we are now.”

      “Hey,” Jazz said, moving his floating body right side up. “Thanks.”

      “Glad my fake counseling skills were of use to someone.”

      “Don’t say that, pretty fucking real to me. Ironically this was the type of counseling Alisha wanted me to get.”

      Vaishea moved away from Jazz and started heading toward the door. “You heard what they said back there though.” She stopped just before the door and said. “I’m a fake; I never existed, created in a program.”

      “And here you are still kicking.”

      She remained silent for several seconds, her head was staring up at the ceiling. “For now . . .” she said. “What if Chloe finds out I’m still in her body?”

      Jazz said nothing, the answer to her question was something she probably wasn’t going to like. Knowing Chloe she would push hard to have her head examined and find out why both of their memoires existed together. Once a solution was found and she’d push hard for it to be made, it would result in Vaishea being purged from her head like what was originally planned.

      Tiny translucent pearls began to float away from Vaishea’s face. Jazz moved closer to her as saw her sobbing. He couldn’t blame her. Not every day you wake up and discover your whole life was fake and people want to condemn you to a form of death to set things right.

      “You gonna need some counseling now?” he asked her.

      “Sorry, just started to realize I’m still in danger,” she said. The two looked at each other, words didn’t need to be spoken to communicate that neither one of them wanted to be part of a reality where she was gone forever. “If she figures it out—”

      “She won’t.”

      “I don’t want to be wiped out like that.” Vaishea held onto Jazz. “Promise me you’ll keep this from her?”

      “I’ll do what I can,” he said. “You helped put things back in perspective for me, something ain’t nobody done for me.”

      Her hold on him turned into a hug that felt as if she did not want it to come to an end as she never let go of him.
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* * *

      The rest of the five-day journey to the inner Sol worlds played out in a similar manner, everyone waking up to eat and go about their free time activities. Chloe groaned about being unable to sleep as she became Vaishea in the evening after she retired for the night. This resulted in Jazz and Vaishea spending the remainder of the afterhours chatting, listening to music, star gazing, and getting close. Perhaps a little too close. It was indeed an awkward feeling for Jazz knowing that in the morning, Chloe would take control and have no memory of what Vaishea did. Even more awkward was the fact the two kept what they were doing secret from the rest of the crew as they all slept for the night.

      Jazz entered the cockpit after he overheard the Silver Raven’s computers beep. It being day five meant signs of UNE patrols, stations and scanners were about to become common place as they neared the end of their journey through the Kuiper belt. A small display appeared in front of Veloshira as she analyzed the newly acquired data.

      “Strange,” Veloshira said.

      Jazz hovered behind her and watched the projection that had her interested. “What do you got?”

      “A debris field.” She enlarged the screen and showed a holographic image of the debris field in question. “It’s of Hashmedai origin.”

      “Hashmedai?” Jazz said. “Left over from the invasion?”

      “No way,” Eupiar said, having overheard their conversation in the Hashmedai language. “Debris from the command ship was salvaged and studied by the UNE.”

      “The command ship was in orbit around Earth anyway, right?” Veloshira asked.

      “It was yeah,” Jazz said.

      “This isn’t anywhere near Earth,” Veloshira said as she interacted with the hologram with her hands. The projection zoomed out slightly, and showed them the debris field’s location in the system. The ass end of it. “It near this dwarf sized planet.”

      Jazz recognized the world in question. “Pluto.”

      “Looks like the remains of a scout ship.”

      Eupiar moved closer to them and eyed the projection carefully. “Those weren’t in the system two months ago. Where they?”

      “No,” Jazz said, shaking his head. “Was just the UNE, the Crimson Arrow and the ship Hannah was on.”

      “What are you guys yapping about?” Destiny said as she entered the chilly cockpit adding English to their conversation.

      “Destiny check this shit out,” Jazz said to her in English. “Hashmedai wreckage near Pluto.” He pointed to the hologram as Destiny floated over to them and gazed at it. “HLF hiding stuff from ya’ll?”

      “That’s new,” Destiny said. “And no, we were mostly limited to Earth, well, probably prison cells now for those that are still alive.”

      “Some of it might be salvageable,” Eupiar said. “We could use parts from it to make repairs.”

      “Any UNE ships in the area?” Jazz asked Veloshira.

      “None that I can detect keep in mind long range scanners are still not operating correctly.”

      Good enough for me, he thought. “Let’s check it out, and get this boat patched up.”

      “Changing course,” Veloshira said as she keyed in a course correction into the flight controls.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Saturn orbit, Sol system

      “Commander.”

      Benally turned away from the bridge’s central hologram and looked toward Matsushita who called out to her from his station on the bridge.

      “What is it?” she asked, walking toward him with the aid of her magnetic boots.

      “Sensors are picking up a ship heading toward Pluto,” he showed her a projection of his tactical scans. A hologram of an unknown ship entered the system. “If I didn’t know any better . . .” He waved his hand across the projection to make it zoom in closer to the ship. “Looks familiar, doesn’t it?”

      Benally recognized the design of the ship, and frowned. “The ship from the Geneva fiasco,” she said.

      “Vanished two months ago, now back in the system?”

      Benally spun around to face Chavez. “Helm, set a course to Pluto.”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      “Inform the captain of our discovery,” she said, before establishing a communication with Weerasinghe via the central hologram. “Chief please tell me we’re good to fire up the sub light engines. You were given two days, it’s been almost five.”
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      Silver Raven, Pluto debris field, Sol system

      Two hours later the Silver Raven exited sub light speeds and came to a full stop outside of the debris field. Chunks of metal from the imperial ship slowly spun around what remained of a larger piece of the fuselage of the doomed ship. Further out other pieces of debris followed of Earthly origin, while Pluto remained idle in the distance. A battle took place here, no doubt about it and it was that fact that put an uneasy feeling the guts of everyone aboard.

      “It’s Hashmedai alright,” Veloshira said as she looked at the debris via the cockpit’s forward windshield.

      “I’m guessing we’re going to have to go outside and haul it in,” Jazz said, crossing his arms.

      “Well, if you do.” Eupiar flicked her hands across her keyboard rapidly. A hologram appeared depicting an image of computer parts Jazz knew nothing about. She pushed the hologram over to him. “Look for parts that resemble that, I can use it to fix the computers.”

      “Will do,” he said holding onto the hologram as he moved to exit the cockpit, and back toward the rear of the ship. “Could use some help with this, I ain’t no astronaut.”

      “I’ll go,” Chloe said, and moved behind to accompany Jazz.

      “Like hell you will,” Destiny said, and held onto Chloe’s shoulder. Hard.

      The two women faced each other, distrust and fury clearly visible from their frowning faces. “Still don’t trust me eh?” Chloe said to Destiny.

      “Your face lit right up about the idea of contacting the UNE,” Destiny said.

      “I thought we were all in an agreement?” Chloe said. “Only the UNE can get those people to safety.”

      “That’s not what I’m concerned about,” Destiny said, then looked toward Jazz.

      “You think I’m going to unplug his Oxygen tank or something?”

      “The three of us will go,” Jazz said.

      “Well, someone better go,” Eupiar shouted to them from the cockpit. “The longer we stay here the more likely UNE will detect us. We are in an enemy ship after all.”

      It was clear both of the two were going to tag along for the space walk, a troubling thought for Jazz. Destiny still held a grudge against Chloe, Chloe who still unknowingly had Vaishea’s memories. Concern grew in him as the thought of Destiny attempting to pull something to get revenge that would get Chloe and ultimately Vaishea killed.

      Then there’s Chloe, still loyal to the UNE, still viewed everyone aboard as people that can’t be trusted. What if she pulled a fast one and tried to take over? Jazz was going to rely on Destiny to watch his back, Chloe was going to need Jazz to watch hers to protect Vaishea.

      The three entered the cargo hold on the lower deck and sealed the entrance shut in preparation for depressurization. Destiny and Jazz suited up in the Radiance environment suits they brought aboard while Chloe donned the Radiance combat armor she had. The holographic HUD powered on and confirmed that their suits were good to go for a stroll in space. Jazz pressed buttons on a wall mounted interface, and the cargo bay began to slowly depressurize, exposing it to the cold vacuum of space. Upon completion, the doors swung open offering a pathway into space and the debris field outside.

      The jets on their suits hissed softly as they propelled them outside of the Silver Raven. The experience was a strange one for Jazz. He’d gotten used to weightlessness, combat armor, environment suits. But a spacewalk? This was new. The one he did aboard the command ship didn’t count as there was still a surface inside when he looked down. Out here, outside of the ship, all what he could see below him, above him next to him, was the stars. His body didn’t come in contact with anything other than his suit, which was in contact with nothing, the closest solid object he could touch was Destiny, Chloe, and the Silver Raven, and that was moving further and further way as they neared the hulks of metal and space ship parts. Vulnerable didn’t being to describe how he felt, Chloe wearing combat armor didn’t help, she had an advantage if she was going to betray them.

      They entered the field and zigzagged around junk that had little to no use for them. Jazz could see Chloe periodically turn her helmet to look toward Destiny and kept tabs on her. So far so good, no violence. It gave Jazz a bit of relief as he held his hands out and forced the hologram Eupiar tossed him earlier to retake its form. He looked at the computer part, then back at the larger piece of twisted wreckage, which used to be the cockpit of the scout ship, having realized this was going to be more of a challenge than he thought.
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* * *

      Destiny ignored the verbal directions Eupiar was transmitting to Jazz over the comm channel as she hauled a large piece of equipment from the wreckage back inside the Silver Raven’s cargo hold. The wreckage had a few pipes and parts that looked reasonably intact and salvageable for them to use. Which brought to mind another issue, how bad was the damage to the exterior of the Silver Raven?

      Destiny exited the cargo hold and used her jets to launch upward toward the top of the Silver Raven. The top side came into view; she saw burn marks, scratches and mist spraying out from a mangled section just above the cockpit. There were several grooves all along the topside of the Silver Raven in which Destiny used to pull herself toward the visibly damaged section of the ship. She looked at it for a few seconds and transmitted what her helmet saw back inside the Silver Raven.

      “Eupiar, you seeing that?” Destiny asked.

      “Yeah,” Eupiar transmitted back.

      Chloe unexpectedly crept up behind Destiny, nearly triggering her to spin around and start a violent confrontation. “Any idea what to do?” Chloe asked.

      “I’m a hacker not an engineer,” Eupiar transmitted. “But mist leaking out like that, can’t be a good thing. Right?”

      “Best we can do is try to patch it up,” Destiny said. “Jazz.”

      “Yo.”

      “Hook us up with a torch or something from that tool box inside.”

      “Alright,” he transmitted back.

      Looking back out toward the field, Destiny saw Jazz’s body propel back toward the Silver Raven with the computer part in hand along with some junk that might be useful. Destiny knew it would be a few minutes before Jazz made it back inside the Silver Raven, and probably even longer before he found the tool box and came up top side with the two. If someone was going to dish out a sucker punch, this was the perfect time to do it. And it would be a one on one fight to the death.

      “So are we going to have problems?” Chloe asked Destiny as she looked at the leaking pipe.

      “I patched up a few broken pipes at the HLF base; I should be able to do something with this.”

      “I mean us.”

      Destiny grinned then spun around to face Chloe. The two fearless women started a long stare down, gazing into each other’s face through their visors on their helmets. “That depends on you,” Destiny said.
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* * *

      Jazz saw the cargo hold of the Silver Raven slowly come into view as the jets on his suit pushed him forward. He remained silent as he listened to Destiny and Chloe speak over the comm channel, worried about what might happen next, worried that he might not come up in time to break up the fight should they start one. Even if he did get there in time, he might be forced to choose between saving Destiny, or saving Vaishea.

      Jazz frantically began searching for the tool box as he entered, allowing the salvage gear and computer part to float free. He had to find it quickly; he had to get up there in case something did go down.

      “That depends on you,” were the last words he heard Destiny say before the comm channel went silent.

      Only Jazz and Eupiar could speak to each other.

      “Oh fuck,” Jazz said.

      “You said it,” Eupiar said. “I’ll try to get them back—” Eupiar stopped mid-sentence. “Oh fuck!”

      “What?” Jazz asked as he continued his frantic search amongst the weightless junk and cargo boxes held down to the floor.

      “You need to get to those two right away!”
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* * *

      Both Destiny and Chloe received confirmation via their HUDs that they had switched to a secure comm channel that was until Eupiar clues in and hacked into it. But it would take some time for that to happen, the unfinished business between the two would be over by then. Or so Destiny hoped as she reached behind her back and double-checked to ensure her hidden ePistol was still in her pouch.

      It was.

      “So you wanna talk things over now? Didn’t know the fucking UNE was capable of that,” Destiny said to Chloe.

      “You’re a terrorist.”

      “Oh here we go again. And you’re all self-righteous, fighting the good fight, cheering on the alliance between Radiance and the UNE.”

      “Look your man is dead, I’m sorry for that. Yes, I led the mission, but the brainjacking wasn’t my call, the marines made that choice,” Chloe said firmly and aggressively. “Believe me; I don’t like that weapon I saw a young Hashmedai woman get her brains scrambled because of that thing. Sad thing was she wasn’t supposed to be the target, her partner was.”

      “And you didn’t take pleasure in watching it?”

      “It was necessary to save Earth, we had no choice. The Hashmedai were going to wipe us out and you know that, the very same ones you allied yourself with when the war was over.”

      “That’s the thing, the war was over, they lost and were left behind by their own people. Yet humanity continued to hunt them as if the war was still on, and Radiance just sat back and forced the UNE to keep it up. This is why we hated them, we wanted the UNE to be free to make its own choices and stop sucking Radiance’s cock whenever they asked for it.”

      “Due to recent events I agree with you,” Chloe paused to choose her next words as Destiny held back her shock at what was just revealed, “the Celestial Order has taken over so much of the Union, they can’t be trusted. Hell, I was attacked by Radiance people under the influence of the order on Rasi and Oyuri. So you can rest assured because of that, I do agree with the HLFs objective of making the UNE break away from Radiance, at least until the order has been taken care of once and for all. The bombings, kidnappings and all that crazy shit though, that’s just fucked up. I dealt with enough people like that in Afghanistan and Iraqi.”

      Destiny looked off to the side and saw Jazz slowly coming up toward the top side of the Silver Raven to join then. “Hard to believe but—”

      “Because of the order neither the empire nor union can be trusted right now. I don’t agree with the horrible acts your group has done, but the mission to make Earth free, yeah, I’m down with that now. So I say again, are we good? Because for what it looks like we’re on the same side here.”

      Destiny laughed then said. “Fine,” as she removed the pistol hidden from her pouch.

      And pointed it a Chloe.

      Then released it from her grip, allowing it to float freely.

      “I guess I won’t need this after all,” Destiny said.

      “Seriously?” Chloe said, eying the free-floating pistol. “You were going to take me out?”

      “I was waiting for you to throw the first punch so I had an excuse.”

      Jazz arrived a few seconds later, unfazed at the fact Destiny pulled a gun at Chloe then released it. As he got toward the two, they both saw through his helmets visor that he was speaking frantically, and was clearly frustrated.

      Chloe smiled. “Guess we should get back to the main channel.”

      The two returned into the main comm channel and Destiny said to him. “Alright Jazz sorry for keeping you out of our girl talk.”

      “Hurry the fuck up now!” he yelled.

      “Relax we got this—”

      “No we don’t,” Jazz said. “A UNE ship is headed our way fast!”

      “Shit,” Destiny said, wincing.

      “We’re trying to tell ya’ll!” Jazz said. “So patch up what you can because—”

      A UNE battleship abruptly appeared having dropped out of sub light above the Silver Raven. Its massive and deadly presence eclipsed what little light from the sun that was shining upon them. All three of them looked at the ship as its rail guns aimed toward them and its plasma missile ports opened up. It was ready for a fight.

      “Never mind,” Jazz said as he raised his hands in the air to surrender. “Take all the time you want, we’re fucked either way.”
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* * *

      Chloe stared at the UNE battle ship as it continued to aim its weapons at the Silver Raven as they remained on top of it. The ship’s main hanger bay doors opened as three transports exited it and accelerated rapidly toward the Silver Raven to surround it. Destiny rose her hands up to surrender as the doors to the transports opened up, dozens of marines in their exosuits modified for space walks piled out of the three transports, all them aiming their rifles toward the three from all possible angles. Amongst the marines, Chloe noticed two people wearing EDF protect suits.

      This was the Winston Churchill.

      Sarah and Chris, she hoped as she looked at the two EDF members quickly coming into range.

      “Eupiar, seal up the Silver Raven now,” Jazz shouted.

      “What about you guys?” she transmitted back.

      “Don’t worry,” Jazz said as the magnetic boots of the EDF members and the first wave of marines latched into the top side hull of the Silver Raven. “We ain’t goin’ anywhere.”

      The lead EDF solider walked toward the three with caution, especially toward Chloe as she refused to raise her hands like Jazz and Destiny and because she wore combat armor she suspected. Chloe looked into the helmet of the lead EDF solider, she recognized Chris’ face through it. She quickly interacted with her suit to search and join the channel EDF and the marines were using and hoped her sudden actions didn’t set off any nervous trigger fingers.

      “Chris! Sarah!” Chloe yelled and waved toward them. “It’s me!”

      Chris stopped having heard her voice and looked at her face through her visor. “Chloe?”

      “Major Vaughan?” Sergeant Miles’ voice was heard amongst the comm chatter.

      “Well damn,” Chloe said and began to laugh. “Good to hear your voices again. You can stand down, they’re with me.”

      “The captain says otherwise,” Sarah said.

      Chloe looked at her younger sister, whom still held her rifle forward along with everyone else. “Sarah . . .”

      “Look just come without a struggle, so we can get this all sorted out,” Sarah said. Please sis, we do have our orders.”

      Deja vu, Chloe thought as she joined Jazz and Destiny and raised her arms to surrender. A group of marines moved in to handcuff the three of them.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Pluto orbit, Sol system

      Chloe, Jazz, and Destiny were brought into custody aboard the Winston Churchill as the Silver Raven was tugged inside the hanger bay and impounded. A team of marines stood watch along the Silver Raven while Eupiar kept its doors sealed shut. Unlike their last capture, the UNE agreed to the leave the ship alone pending the interrogation of the three.

      The three were placed in the brig minus their environment suits and the combat armor Chloe had been wearing. To Jazz’s surprise and delight, Onatiasha and Zhinbryo were sitting in adjacent cells. Their unexpected reunion led to a lengthy conversation explaining how each of their parties ended up in the situation they faced. The existence of the Leviathan, wormhole powers in the hands of the empire, and three command ships in the system ready and waiting to take Earth was troubling news. Oh, and shape shifters in the order?

      Fuck me!

      Armed marines entered an hour later and escorted Chloe, Jazz, and Destiny in handcuffs to Captain Xavier’s briefing room, away from the comfortable gravity-filled habitat ring and onto the weightless section of the ship near the bridge. Jazz was impressed with the layout of the ship during their trek to the briefing room.

      “So this is an Earth battleship eh?” Jazz said as they entered. “Pretty nice if I do say so myself.”

      Two marines stood watch behind the three as they floated toward the briefing room’s main table where Xavier awaited to speak with them.

      “Aye,” Xavier said to Jazz as he reached out and interacted with a computer mounted to the table. A hologram appeared in front of the three, depicting a picture of a young man wearing a US marine uniform. It was clearly a photo taken back before the invasion of Earth. “Too bad young men like this lad never got the chance to see it become a reality. Do you know why?”

      “No fucking clue, bro,” Jazz said.

      “Because you killed him,” Xavier said firmly to Jazz and pushed the hologram closer to Jazz’s face. “Take a closer look. Do you recognize him?”

      “I killed a lot people and aliens lately, hard to keep track of who is who.”

      “This is Private Sanders,” Xavier said. “You threw a dagger into his head during your assault on Cedar-Sinai during the invasion.”

      The same dagger Chloe tried to fucking kill me with? “I vaguely remember that, how did y'all find out about that?”

      Chloe coughed as a means of drawing attention to herself. Jazz looked at her, she looked back at him smiling and said. “It was in my report.”

      “A report that’s been widely read among us all,” Xavier said. “How Major Vaughan encountered a man, named Jake Johnson, who was helping the Hashmedai on Earth.” The hologram changed to pictures of partially vaporized UNE soldiers on the streets of LA. “Then came back and killed these brave men with the aid of a Hashmedai assassin. Human lives, lost by your hands.”

      “My bad,” he said. “Sorry about the President too.”

      “The one you asked to fake her death?”

      “Oh fuck.” If he knows that then Y’lin might know as well. That’s why the empress is attacking; the order must have known and took advantage. “Guess she didn’t take my offer then.”

      “Johnson . . .” Xavier said, shutting off the hologram. “You are one fine piece of work.”

      Destiny chuckled and said. “Oh, please, is that what this is about?”

      “And you!” Xavier directed his grilling toward Destiny. “Rina West: HLF terrorist commander. Do you have any idea how many lives you and your group have taken?”

      “Seventy-nine by me alone,” she said. “Not counting the bombs.”

      “Does that number include the prison guards you killed in Iran? Men and women who were just doing their job.”

      “I stand by the reputation of the HLF,” she said. “Not a single one of those people killed were civilian. Well human civilians at least.”

      “Hashmedai lives carry more weight than Radiance lives for you I guess.”

      “Fuck Radiance.”

      “Rina West,” Jazz said to Destiny. “Damn girl! I finally know your real name!”

      “Likewise,” Destiny said, with a smile to Jazz. “Jake Johnson, you know I would have never guessed!”

      “Were expecting something more gangsta? Like Vin Diesel or something?”

      “Naw, it’s a cute name. Not Captain Kirk cute, more like Jake Sisko.”

      “Oh no you didn’t!”

      “Oh yes I did!”

      Jazz looked at Xavier and asked. “Can we get separate jail cells?”

      “Enough!” Xavier shouted, clearly upset that neither of the two were taking the session seriously. Xavier moved toward Chloe afterward, shaking his head at her. “Major . . . I don’t even know where to start with you.”

      “I didn’t kill anyone that didn’t deserve it, sir,” Chloe said.

      “No but you assaulted fellow UNE servicemen, then went AWOL.”

      “My hands were tied, sir.”

      “You were confined to quarters for lying to me and my crew.”

      “Had I obeyed, sir, I wouldn’t have been able to lead a team that liberated the JFK from enemy hands,” Chloe said calmly, like the brave solider woman she was. “In the end my actions were for the greater good, the same can be said for Johnson and West. They took the time to rescue me, which resulted in us taking the fight to the Celestial Order, the people behind the takeover of the JFK and in turn acquired valuable intel about them.”

      “There’s that word again,” Xavier said. “Celestial Order. Those two Hashmedai in the brig spat some crazy story about the order indoctrinating their government and the union. Thought it was a load of bollocks at first. Didn’t want to believe them but the story Avearan told me, syncs with it. And now you all are singing a similar song, so someone please tell me. What the hell is going on?”

      Chloe, Jazz, and Destiny all exchanged glances with each other. One by one, they took turns explaining everything they knew of the order and everything they experienced at Rasi and Oyuri. Including the location of the wormhole they traveled through.

      “Onatiasha mentioned your name a few times with her story as well Johnson,” Xavier said to him.

      “All the truth yo, you don’t make that shit up.”

      “The navy officer in me says to keep you all locked up for now but we’re cut off from the rest of the UNE because of some bloody Hashmedai malware in our systems. Should the Hashmedai attack we’ll need all the help we can get. And if what you’re saying is true, you all are valuable allies in this war.”

      Destiny snickered and asked. “Are we free then?”

      “Tell ya what,” Jazz said to Xavier. “We got a shit load of info on the order like Chloe said earlier. We’ll share it with ya’ll in exchange for us not being locked up.”

      “The Silver Raven is on the flight deck,” Xavier said to Jazz and Destiny. “I want you two to remain aboard it for now. You can leave but only under escort, start any shit and I’ll toss yer arses out the airlock.”

      “I’m cool with that,” Jazz said to Destiny. “You cool?”

      “I’m looking forward to eating something other than rations.”

      “Don’t think this is a get out of jail free card,” Xavier said. “Sooner or later you all will have to answer for lives you’ve taken and the crimes you’ve committed. With that said, do a damn fine job at saving Earth . . . and human lives and maybe the judge at your trials will go easy on your sentence.”

      “As for me sir?” Chloe asked.

      “Boyd is currently the leader of EDF-1 and I’d rather it stay like that for now. Speak with him to see where you can fit in.”

      Chloe nodded. “Understood, sir.”

      “Dismissed,” Xavier said as he signaled to the two marines to remove their bindings. On their way out, Xavier called out to Chloe. “Welcome back Major.”

      She faced him with a victorious smile. “Thank you, good to be back, Captain.”
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* * *

      Scathing Hand, Uranus orbit, Sol system

      The Scathing Hand remained in orbit around Uranus along with the Hashmedai fleet, three of them to be exact, each one free from the protection of their respective command ships. A single transport from the Leviathan latched into the side airlock of the Scathing Hand, providing access for Admiral Yominv Crossblade to board with his two body guards, plasma rifle wielding Hashmedai.

      He long put off dealing with T’esih and her actions which resulted in the lost a carrier, its fighters, several psionics and ground assault teams. Not to mention significant and unnecessary damage to the Night Hunter and Scathing Hand. It all delayed his plans for the invasion of this system as repairs had to be made while replacement forces had to be found and brought in via the wormhole. At this stage he had hoped to have had all the gas giants under control as well as the entire asteroid belt. But instead, the fleet spent the last five days around the only planet in the system they captured.

      “Admiral.” T’esih stood at attention as Yominv and his entourage floated onto the bridge.

      “T’esih, why would you do something so stupid like this?” he said to her.

      T’esih placed her hands behind her back and said. “I saw an opportunity and took a chance. Scouts reported the humans had a secret base on Titan.”

      “My orders were for you to wait for me to return,” he said. “Not take total control of operations. You’ve ruined our plans, the humans are more alert and we lost a carrier, its interceptors, dozens of warriors and irreplaceable psionics. I had to use the malware earlier in which the humans are no doubt working on a fix. You . . . you must be punished for this.”

      “Then I accept your punishment.”

      “Splendid.”

      He snapped his fingers and his two rifle wielding body guards shot and vaporized Martop the Scathing Hand’s shipboard psionic. Martop’s last action before the rapidly fired bolts of plasma hit him was sticking his hands out in a ‘no wait’ manner.

      Yominv addressed them again once the shock that T’esih’s life was spared came to surface amongst the jittery bridge crew. “Your ship no longer has a ship board psionic, and you will not get a replacement. This ship will participate in all battles without one, just like the humans. All the limitations this ship will face will be on you T’esih. If it’s destroyed, the crew can have you to thank for their lives being wasted, much like that poor psionics family will have you to thank as you forfeited his life.” Yominv proceeded to exit via the lift he entered the bridge through. “Survive this war without a psionic, and you will have redeemed yourself in my eyes,” he said as the doors slid shut.
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* * *

      Leviathan, Uranus orbit, Sol system

      Yominv returned to the bridge and admired the feeling of having gravity aboard a ship in almost all sections of it. He conjured a holographic window next to him as he began walking toward his commander’s chair. The current date and time on the far, left corner of the hologram forced him to stop walking as he was reminded of something critical.

      “Christmas isn’t too far away; we are running out of time.” Yominv faced Archmage Gayir. “Are the psionics ready for another push?”

      “We are,” the brawny and topless psionic said.

      “The malware we infected the humans with should have spread to all their ships by now. Assuming they haven’t come up with a fix, their mind shields should still be down. What’s the status of Neviana?”

      “She has not left her spot since our minds have last joined.”

      “I suppose it’s time we picked her up; she must be low on rations by now.” Yominv returned to his commander’s chair and sat on it, his holographic window followed him as he scrolled through the text that listed reports of the fleet and the battle readiness of the Leviathan’s weapons. “Thank her for the intel she’s provided the next time your minds join. I suppose one good thing did come from T’esih’s actions.” He switched the projection of his hologram to that of the red planet of the Sol system, the very same one Neviana spent the last several days scanning with her ESP. “The key to winning, lays here. This world the humans call Mars, where all of their civilians have fled too. We will attack it, draw out their forces.”

      “If I may sir,” Gayir said to him. “Why not hit Earth as per our plan? The battle at Mars could take days, we must bring Earth to its feet at Christmas, no?”

      “We will, oh well will.”

      Attacking Earth head on given the change of the battlefield was risky, as humans would launch every atomic weapon in their arsenal to defend it. Pad that with their normal attacks, fighters from the surface, planetary guns, and the orbital defense platform. If they were to attack as is, heavy losses would be taken, losses Yominv rather not have to deal with. After all, not all ships were loyal to the Celestial Order. It would be a pity if order loyal ships were to be all lost during the campaign. They needed to thin Earth’s forces out then demoralize them.

      Take Mars on Christmas Eve with heavy civilian losses along with destroying the entire UNE fleet in the process. Earth would fall the next day. The battle would consist of picking off the defense platform and fighters from the surface. And laugh as the remaining humans fight with hate rather than tactical cunningness.

      “Contact the command ships,” Yominv said to his crew. “And set a course to Mars as soon as we finish our cargo exchange with the Scathing Hand.

      Yominv checked the last page on his holographic report, the last two nuclear missiles recovered from the Uemaesce system were in the process of being secured inside the cargo hold of the Leviathan.
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      Leviathan, Uranus orbit, Sol system

      Noylarlie rose from her bed inside her quarters, awakened suddenly by the frightening sound of a voice calling out to her. It wasn’t a dream, she knew this as she was in the process of having one, a pleasant one at that in which Akeia was alive and was giving her a good thrusting like old times. Then the voice called her name. It sounded like it came from inside her quarters, was something here?

      A fanatic search lasted two minutes in which every item in her quarters was pushed forward or levitated with her mind. Nobody but her was here. The intercom? No as there was no incoming message beep. The voice spoke again, and it was a woman’s voice.

      It wouldn’t fucking stop.

      Noylarlie had no idea how to deal with it, or what they were trying to say. She began to get more and more upset about it as minutes passed. She had no idea how she managed to resist the urge to rip her quarters apart, bulkhead by bulkhead. Pulling apart a storage cabinet would have to suffice for now, her psionic mind had no problems adding to the messy chaos on the floor below her.

      She returned to her bed, what was left of it, the mattress was flung across her quarters during her search. She started to take slow deep breaths out of fear she would lose it and get in a lot of trouble with the psionics aboard for causing major damage to the insides of the ship. The gem may have made her a powerful psionic, but she wasn’t indestructible, everyone ganging up on her would be the last battle she’d ever fight in.

      Her deep breathing continued, it allowed her mind to calm, relax, and become focused. More focused than normal as it allowed her to filter out what was going on around her. The voice became clearer, clear enough to track its source. It originated on Paryo. Her hands clasped together as her eyes shut. Minutes later she felt her mind seemingly touch random psionic minds all across Paryo and gained the ability to connect her thoughts with some of them. A new group of students arrived at the psionic training facility. The teachers there still molest their students. She grimaced.

      Noylarlie slowly began to filter out all the psionic minds that had little to no relevance to her. She started to zero in on the one mind she wanted to link with, the mind that was reaching out toward her across the stars, wishing to speak with her. It was a mind within the towers of the Imperial Palace.

      It was Kroshka.

      “At last,” Kroshka’s voice beamed into her mind.

      “Is this telepathy?”

      “Yes, it is,” she said. “Have you never performed it before?”

      “No. And speak not a word of this to anyone.”

      “I have a request to make,” Kroshka said. “Join me in aether space so that we may speak face to face.”
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* * *

      Imperial Palace, Paryo, Uemaesce system

      Darkness veiled the naked bodies of Y’lin and Eeladen as her lustful moans echoed throughout her sleeping chamber. Eeladen held onto Y’lin’s hips as she rode him and created intense vibrations throughout the pristine canopy bed that belonged to her. She dragged her claws across his chest as her body began to quiver with ecstasy for the third time during their session, officially bringing it to a close, for she’d had enough pleasure for one night.

      She rested next him, huffing, and puffing in the same manner he was. After several minutes of silence she caught her breath, while Eeladen faced his dear empress. She looked at him with her yellow glowing eyes, there was something on her mind.

      “Is something wrong?” he asked her.

      “I sense you have not copulated with my daughter yet.”

      “I have not your majesty.”

      “You have my permission to. You have proven yourself to be a worthy lover in her bed many times with me already.”

      “She resists me, resents me.”

      “You must be with her. She may change her mind about you afterward.” She reached out, and gently brushed her fingers across the scratched areas of his chest her claws drove across not long ago. “I most certainly did.”

      “Perhaps she will open up after the ceremony; it’s not long from now.”

      “No, you must bed her before it. I need her negativity to dissipate before the ceremony; I think your cock will do the trick.” She smiled then rolled on top of his body and placed her lips next to his ears. “Besides, she must bear your children as soon as possible. The sooner you make her pregnant the better.”

      Eeladen began to grin in an evil manner as Y’lin stuck out her tongue and began to brush it across his neck, and slowly move down across his chest.

      “So I have permission?”

      She lifted her head back up to face him. “Do whatever it takes; I don’t care what it is. She needs to grow up.”

      Eeladen looked up at the ceiling as he felt Y’lin’s lips move lower and lower down his body. Y’lin giving him full permission put him in an excellent spot. The order needed Kroshka’s gem, and he needed it to be out of her hands so that her power would fade and no longer be a threat to him if he gets too close.

      Y’lin stopped her pleasuring actions across his body as he became aroused once again. He was ready for another thrusting session, and so was she, just not with her. With her daughter.

      “Whatever it takes,” she said stroking his shaft.
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* * *

      Aether space, Lower Realm

      Noylarlie’s likeness appeared in aether space via astral projection guided by the help of Kroshka’s thoughts. She was impressed at how much easier it became for her to travel here, it was as if it were second nature. Her appearance didn’t change of either as she looked down and saw herself wearing the same psionic attire she wore in the normal world.

      She looked across and saw she was standing on a beach next to an ocean below a blue swirling nebula. The waters that brushed across the shore lines of the beach were familiar. Kroshka and Noylarlie’s mother Iolysta stood at the beach, waiting for Noylarlie to join them.

      She’s found her at last. A smile appeared on Noylarlie’s face, a rare sight as the two stood in front to of each other. “Mother,” Noylarlie said to Iolysta.

      “Why have you not told the Hashmedai people about the truth?” Iolysta asked. “About the goddesses?”

      Iolysta’s words weren’t the ones Noylarlie was expecting during this reunion. “I brought Danyal to the empire and was made a fool of,” Noylarlie said. “I wasn’t sure what to do next.” She sighed, for she felt she let her down. “Next time tell me exactly what you want done!”

      “Right now I need you to distance yourself from the order, stop aiding them.”

      “I thought you were supportive of their ideas?”

      “Things change.”

      “Tell me,” Noylarlie said, then took a deep breath. The question she had been meaning to ask her was about to slip away from her mouth. “Was the order responsible for Akeia’s death?”

      “They were responsible for a lot of things. Yes his death as well.”

      Kroshka looked away from the two as the news was revealed visibly saddened by it. Any mention of her brother’s death always tore her up on the inside. That same tearing up was happening to Noylarlie as well, the Celestial Order, the group she aided, plotted, and killed Akeia. Someone was going to die.

      Iolysta walked along the beach and offered Kroshka and Noylarlie to join her as the light from the nebula above continued to radiate down above them, painting the sands a light sky blue.

      “Who do I trust now?” Noylarlie asked Iolysta.

      “Humans.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “The order controls a lot of the Hashmedai navy as you know.”

      “They’re moving toward the human home world.”

      “If they are successful, they will force the human race to join the union, in which order members there will guide them toward becoming tools needed to complete the celestial ascension.”

      “And that is?”

      “Hannah plans to convert humans in wraith and send them here to aether space to kill the gods and take over.” Iolysta stopped and stared upward into the sky, or whatever counts for a sky out in these parts. “Prevent that.”

      They killed Akeia; I’ll do more than that. “I’ll fucking obliterate the order.”

      “Obliterate? I’d say that’s a last resort,” Iolysta said. “The order just needs to fail in their mission.”

      Kroshka’s likeness vanished instantly, it prompted both Noylarlie and Iolysta to turn around and stare at the sandy section of the beach she was once at seconds ago. Kroshka’s link to aether space was broken, that much they could sense.

      And it was against her will.
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* * *

      Imperial Palace, Paryo, Uemaesce system

      The vision of aether space was swapped out with the ceiling of Kroshka’s bathing chamber. She rose from the ice-cold waters of her bath panicking. Her gem, it was missing. There were uninvited people inside her chambers as well, one of them was Eeladen.

      Kroshka got to up to confront him, not caring she had no clothes on, a telekinetic push would teach him a lesson, repeated ones would force answers out from him, like what was he doing and how did he get in without her letting him in? She stretched her arm toward him, focused her mind and saw Eeladen lose his balance, slightly. Her gifts, they weren’t effective, and she felt them slowly diminish as the two mysterious people that were with Eeladen exited her chambers, running. They had her gem. The further away they ran the more her gifts rendered down to the level of a psionic with no training or cybernetic upgrades.

      She was powerless in his presence without the gem, especially as he placed his hands around her skinny arms and dragged her into the bedroom.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Crimson sunlight entered her chambers the next morning. Kroshka lay on her bed, unmoving with her eyes wide open, terrorized, traumatized at how Eeladen forced himself inside her the previous night. He sat at the end of the bed opposite her as he dressed himself. He offered to grab some clothes for her to put on, but she remained silent. She’d lost the will to speak, move or have a positive mind set.

      She was not okay.

      “Come now, we are to be mates soon, this will be common and less disrupting if you co-operated,” Eeladen said as he got up fully clothed. “Don’t be upset at me, your mother ordered me to do this. You must have my child. Our child.”

      She saw Eeladen walk away and exit from the reflection of her window that peered out into the stratosphere of Paryo. He may have finally left, but she still felt wounded in the aftermath, and trembled at the thought of his last words. She didn’t want to believe him, but knew that with everything that happened thus far. It wouldn’t surprise her, and it wouldn’t surprise her if he was working for the Celestial Order. Why else would he not only take the gem, but hand it off to two shady people?

      Two hours later, and the crimson star shined brightly through the other windows in her chamber. Kroshka remained lying on her body, holding her belly, too depressed to move and scared at the fact that if she doesn’t act soon, she would become pregnant. She needed to find the will to move and speak when her servants arrived to perform their daily duties.

      She got up at last, and mustered enough energy to put on a robe and look at herself in the mirror. Her platinum hair was a mess it was another visual reminder of what happened she didn’t need. She moved away from the mirror quickly and entered the main area of the chambers and awaited the arrival of her servants.

      The doors swung open as she gave them permission to enter, three of them entered, the old man Moalin and along with Adena and Kashiana, two younger women whom were always helpful to Kroshka. They were dressed in their red uniforms and were ready to perform their task— Ready to provide Kroshka their loyalty and total devotion.

      “I require . . .” Kroshka said them, wishing she never had to make the request on her mind, but it was the only way. “I require . . . anti-pregnancy chems, can you fetch one for me please?”

      “At once,” Moalin said. The three took a bow and retreated back into the hallways from where they came from without question.

      Kroshka sat on a couch next to a large window, and began to ponder what her next move would be. She couldn’t bear to confront her mother about this, in fact what she asked the three to do would have to be kept secret. Something she should have informed them before they left.

      Her loyal servants returned later in the day, empty handed, their words laced with bad news. “There is nothing I could find,” Adena said.

      “The other floors report nothing in stock; the entire palace is without any,” Kashiana said.

      The palace was normally stocked with near limitless supplies including anti-pregnancy chems. If it wasn’t then there’d been a lot of illegitimate offspring produced by past emperors, empresses and visiting lords in the centuries that passed. Kroshka frowned, it was no coincidence the supplies ran low. “So, she did plan this,” Kroshka said. “I need your loyalty and devotion to directed to me and me only from this point on,” she said directly to them. “Understood?”

      They bowed in unison toward her. “Yes of course,” Moalin said.

      Kroshka got up from her comfortable rest on her couch, and walked over to the servants who stood next to each other, shoulder to shoulder. Their demeanor was like soldiers, ready and waiting for new orders. “Mother is trying to force me to have Eeladen’s child,” Kroshka said to them. “I will not have it. Drop all your duties and search the markets outside for a vendor offering them.”

      “At once,” Moalin said.

      “And you,” Kroshka said directly to Adena and Kashiana. “Please track Eeladen, watch his every move. Distract him should you see him coming near my chambers. Can you do that?”

      “Yes, is there anything else?” Kashiana asked.

      “My pendant, recover it if you see it. I will do what I can to search for it as well.” They acknowledged her many requests, and once again did not question it. Kroshka returned the gesture to them with a smile and hardy, “Thank you,” afterward.
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* * *

      Ancient temple, Paryo, Uemaesce system

      Eeladen entered Fahia’s personal study within the confines of the ancient temple below the Imperial Capital. He smiled at the Hashmedai Celestial Order priestess as she turned around in her chair to see who had interrupted her readings of ancient scriptures. Eeladen didn’t need to speak any words in regard to what he got done, he simply removed Kroshka’s gem out from his side pocket and allowed Fahia to marvel at its red glowing wonder.

      “That was quick,” Fahia said as she stepped closer to him.

      “My time with the Princess was not.” Fahia raised an eyebrow toward his comment. “Never mind, I’ll explain later.”

      Eeladen handed the gem to her as she moved further back into her study and pulled a blanket that was concealing the presence of her aether space communicator. “I’ll try to contact Kasidey again.”

      Fahia tinkered with the small Lyonria made device and attempted to connect with their agent. An agent who provided the same response repeatedly, nothing. She made five more attempts as she fidgeted with the gem in her hands, no response. Not good, we’ve gotten so far. Eeladen saw her connect with another order loyal agent, one that did reply to her communications whenever she sent them. Torval’s holographic face appeared as a link was established with him aboard the Abyssal Pelican.

      “I have good news for you,” Fahia said to Torval as she held the gem up high for him to see.

      Torval grimaced. “You didn’t kill her for it, did you?”

      “I don’t know.” She faced Eeladen. “Did you?”

      “The princess is alive . . .” Eeladen said. “Physically.”

      Torval’s hologram carried a worried look the longer he looked at Kroshka’s gem. Like he knew something about it that the rest of them should be aware of. “I’m happy progress has been made,” Torval said, then promptly killed the communication between the two.

      “How do you plan on getting the gem to him in a timely manner?” Eeladen asked Fahia.

      “Space bridge is out of the question, even with a small transport it might be shot down by a Radiance cruiser still loyal to the union,” she said. “And we’ll need a space bridge that’s free for use. The wormhole is the only way, but without Kasidey to generate one.”

      “Noylarlie will have to do it.”

      “I’ll figure something out,” Fahia said as she stepped toward Eeladen grinning. “For now, return to your princess Eeladen and prepare to hand the empire over to the order after the bonding is completed.”

      Eeladen smiled back toward her before he took his leave, exiting the hidden entrance to the temple and returning to the city marketplace above. Eeladen had never felt so satisfied in his life. He was a man that never really experienced the cool soothing touch of a woman’s body, and often wondered if his lack of experience made women keep their distance from him. The sessions he’s had with Empress Y’lin however . . . it built his confidence up, then there was Kroshka last night. Fahia could sense it, he became adept at copulating with women, and the way she had been looking at him proves just that. Forget, Y’lin forget Kroshka, if Eeladen were to take the throne as emperor, he would rather have Fahia at his side as empress and it would work out better for the order at the same time.

      Bond with Kroshka, get rid of Y’lin, become the emperor with Kroshka as the empress. Wait for Kroshka to have my child, then get rid of her, then bond with Fahia. Yes. That will be the plan. The thought of him disrobing Fahia’s prayer robes every night after they become mates made him hard, as a treacherous smirk radiated from his face.

      Eeladen traveled further through the markets as he headed back to the Imperial Palace. He paid no mind to the vendors as the yelled trying to get the attention of people to trade products with them. With the exception of one market stand. There was a servant from the place there, Moalin. He still wore his red uniform. Eeladen stopped briefly as he made eye contact with the servant, an older man. He was purchasing anti-pregnancy chems. Something the empress requested they be thrown away to prevent Kroshka from taking them.

      What does he plan on doing with those? Eeladen thought as he continued to make his way back to the palace.

      He always suspected Kroshka was secretly bedding this particular servant. Was it possible she’s in the early stages of bearing his child over mine? If so this complicates things.
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* * *

      Imperial Palace, Paryo, Uemaesce system

      Eeladen made his return to the palace. He touched the damp sides of his pants; light snowfall built up on them then melted, making them less than appealing when walking through the pristine halls. He entered his sleeping chambers to find new clothing to wear and to take in one of the last glances of it, for he’d soon be moving into a larger one, one he’d share with Kroshka.

      Two female servants were inside, Adena and Kashiana, they were startled at his appearance as he entered. It was a puzzling sight to him, he wasn’t emperor yet nor did he have major power over them. And he didn’t request any room service for the day, they shouldn’t be in there, period.

      He walked closer to them, they both appeared to be nervous as he got closer and asked. “What are you doing here?”

      “Uh, the Princess requested we clean up your stay,” Kashiana said.

      “Did she now?”

      “Something about you being . . . unclean milord.”

      “I am a clean person as you can see,” Eeladen said, pointing to his neatly organized chamber.

      “Oh, we never doubted it!” Adena said.

      Eeladen said nothing more as he walked toward his sleeping space. The storage drawers inside provided him with a fresh clean and dry pair of trousers to wear. As he put them on, he heard from around the corner the two servants move about in his chambers, they didn’t leave and it didn’t sound like they had any plans to do so anytime soon.

      He grunted then headed toward the exit. Kroshka sending these two to clean his room was . . . an odd act given what happened the previous night. It was possible Y’lin was right, and that Kroshka finally accepted her fate and asked these servants to do this to be that loving and loyal mate she had to be. And if that was the case, she may accept him willingly in the bedroom going forward. There was only one way for him to tell, and that was to visit her and see how she acts.

      Adena unexpectedly walked up behind Eeladen as he reached over to interact with the door control on the wall. Her hand touched his shoulder at first, then slithered down across his arm in a seductive manner.

      “So strong,” she said as her fingers touched his biceps.

      Kashiana approached him, touching him in a similar manner on his opposite side. “Uh yes, and clean,” she whispered.

      Eeladen smiled. He always heard stories from other guardians and warriors stationed here of lonely servants whose biological needs for lust weren’t being fulfilled. Needs that some of them help take care of from time to time. It never happened to Eeladen however, and if his theory was correct, it was only because he lacked the experience, and they knew it. He bedded the empress and princess, the two most powerful women in the empire, they sensed it, and they wanted him now.

      “But, is he hard?” Adena said to Kashiana.

      “I’ve been for the last few seconds.”

      He heard some subtle giggling from the two behind him, then felt both of their hands wrap around his arms and drag him toward his bed. Life . . . is great, the gods are great. He thought as the two lovely servants pushed him onto the bed and began to undress. I have no regrets about allowing Fahia to temper my mind and see the one truth path.

      They continued the process of stripping away their outfits, the sounds of their attire hitting the floor forced him to rise slightly so that he can lay eyes on their splendid half naked pale bodies. The excitement inside his body, it was amazing, his senses were all heightened. Heightened enough to take notice that Kashiana looked a bit . . . uneasy. Especially as she kneeled to obtain an anti-pregnancy chem in preparation for the fun.

      They shouldn’t have those.

      Nobody should have them, unless they were brought in recently. Like from Moalin he saw in the markets, the same one he took his eyes off.

      “Cunning, I’ll give you two that,” he said as he leapt up from the bed, thankful his clothes were still on. They were distracting him, trying to keep him inside and away from Kroshka. And they blew their cover with the chems.

      Eeladen bolted to the door, pushing them aside, ignoring their pleas for him to return. As he exited into the halls, he shut and locked his chamber doors behind. I’ll let Y’lin deal with them, he thought then ran toward the elevator commanding it to take him to the floor Kroshka’s chamber was located on.

      He arrived at the door to Kroshka’s chamber, and input the door lock override code to the side panel, courtesy of the good empress. The doors swung open and as he suspected, Kroshka was alone with Moalin. The two were standing next to each other, talking, and probably had just finished copulating not long ago.

      Eeladen hissed loudly and entered, his fist sent the older man to the floor before Eeladen hurled him out of the room with his strong guardian hands. The same hands that shut and locked the door as he turned to face a shocked wide eyed princess. Used anti-pregnancy chem tubes were on the floor next to her.

      She wasn’t going to be carrying anyone’s child now, and she would be immune to insemination for the next two hours. Eeladen had no other plans for the day, his pants came off, and he was still hard from Adena and Kashiana’s temptress actions.

      “I shall take my time this time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 22

        

      

    

    
      Gavin looked intently at the Los Angeles skyline as the clear and blue cloudless skies above hung high. Cars zipped through the streets, spewing their exhaust into the thin layer of smog; people went about their day enjoying the hot summer weather that baked the region as palm trees waved in the winds.

      None of this was real of course; there were so many obvious signs that this was a vision from 2018, Gavin’s last memories of LA. The biggest sign? He was floating in the air looking down at it all. Gavin was on Titan the last time he checked, Saturn’s largest moon, a long way from LA and a solid twenty-two years after the imagery that was unfolding in front of him.

      Gavin appeared inside his LA home, it was still neat and tidy, not like the last time he was in it, where it was turned upside down as an intruder broke in. Oddly enough the intruder took nothing of value, just went on a rampage looking for something, but what? Gavin’s Blu-ray collection of movies had to have been worth thousands of US dollars, they could have made bank selling that on the streets.

      His long dead wife Anna appeared next to him, she was still pregnant with their child as were his last memories of her. She led him upstairs to their room, toward the safe in the corner where she stored the red gem she cherished ever since he met her.

      Then it hit him.

      Given everything he experienced with the gem, and the fact the Celestial Order had a secret lab in LA. The people that broke into his house that day, they must have known about Anna’s gem, they were looking for it but probably couldn’t get into the safe. Anna looked at Gavin directly, she seemed to be happy, happy that he was there as she held the gem in her hands.

      “Gavin,” she said softly to him.

      “This isn’t real,” he said.

      “I’m not real? That’s comforting.”

      “I mean.”

      “I know what you mean, dumb ass!” She laughed then stepped forward to kiss him. The warmness of her body, the softness of her lips. He missed it so much. “You missed that didn’t you? And my voice, bet you missed that too.”

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t there to protect you.”

      “No need to apologize,” Anna said as she held up the gem for the two of them to gaze at. “Did I ever tell you how long this has been in my family for?”

      “Your folks or something gave it to you right?”

      “My grandfather found it in Europe during World War II,” Anna said. “He was tight lipped about how he got it exactly and kept it with him as a souvenir of his service out there. My grandmother took possession of it when he passed; eventually it found its way to me.” She held his hand, and pushed the gem into it. “Then you.”

      “Major Vaughan, but that’s another story,” Gavin said, then sighed dejectedly. “Damn it, I’m sorry for that too, I should be the one looking after it, now more than ever, it’s clearly more than just jewelry.”

      “It’s way more than that,” Anna said. “My family, didn’t know what was going on with their bodies when they held it. But I did, it talked to me, the longer I had it the more I felt changes to my body and mind.”

      Gavin had remembered having similar experiences during the time he had it. He had been changing and didn’t realize it he just liked how the gem made him keep his cool whenever he had needed it.

      “I’ve had similar things happen,” Gavin said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if the Major and Ella did as well.”

      Anna patted the bump on her belly. “I was able to read his thoughts, our child.”

      “He . . .” Gavin paused as he looked up at the ceiling, trying to hold back the tears filling his eyes. It didn’t work they streamed down his face as he said. “I was going to have a son?”

      “Yes, the thoughts an unborn kid processes, it’s something else,” Anna said. “I didn’t realize it right away, it was sometime after the invasion when those powers started to grow stronger.”

      Anna’s revelation meant only one thing. She was in the process of becoming a low-level human psionic. Anna’s exposure to the gem had to have triggered it, and it would explain exactly why Ella Lynn became one as well seemingly out of nowhere. Ella too held the same gem. Unlike Gavin and Anna however, Ella was in contact with the gem the least between the two. Therefore if the gem gave her powers to Ella, then Gavin too had them as well as Anna, her grandmother and anyone else in her family that was in possession of it. Major Vaughan also possessed the gem at one point.
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* * *

      UNE black site, Titan, Sol system

      White mist blinded Gavin’s vision as he slowly regained consciousness. His body felt lighter and sore as if he was in a bad car crash. He thought about waving the mist away to get a better view of the figures that stood next to him with medical scanners, but decided against it. He was still too weak and his brain was trying to process exactly where the fuck was he to start off with.

      One of the figures with the scanning devices pulled away, and said some muffled words, words that got everyone to cheer loudly. Happy that I’m alive I hope, 'cause that makes you allies.

      The mist finally cleared and Gavin could make out some faces as well as the location he was in. The black site, a room with tube like apparatus inside it, he happened to be inside them.

      “What the fuck?” He groaned as Miriam König helped out of his pod and his body slowly came to the floor thanks to the moon like gravity.

      “My congratulations to you Chambers,” König said to him in her German accent. “You are the first human to become a psionic via this facility.”

      He looked at her as he mustered the strength to stand on his own. “You’re joking me, right?”

      “These numbers and scans don’t lie.” She held up her holo pad. It projected a before and after picture of Gavin’s brain. Various labels reported the increase in psionic activity in his mind as a result of being placed in the pod.

      Time for a test run, he thought as he extended his arm forward in an attempt to move her pad with telekinesis.

      Nothing happened.

      “I don’t feel any different,” he said. “Other than the fact my body is sore.”

      Which begs the question, why was he sore all over? It wasn’t the pod as he saw some of the bandages on his arms and hands. He tried his best to remember what he was doing that would have caused this. He along with Michei and EDF came here to speak with Ella, that part he remembered. Then what? Right, the Hashmedai, he boarded a transport to head back to the Winston Churchill, it was under attack.

      Fuck, I didn’t make it back! “Oh no, the Winston Churchill!” Gavin shouted as he tried to make his way to the exit. He didn’t make it far as he nearly fell over, König quickly held him up and brought him back to his feet once again.

      “The battle is over,” König said to him. “The Hashmedai have withdrawn from the sector.”

      “They shot me down.”

      “We recovered your body.”

      Then why did I end up inside your experimental psionic creation pods? Everything quickly came together. “And tested on me rather than sending me to the infirmary?”

      “Your injuries were non-life-threatening,” König said. “We got a room set up for you, get some rest.”
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* * *

      Gavin awoke in his quarters twelve hours later. He was certain it was once an equipment storage room that was cleared out and had a bed tossed inside it. Better than the cell they had Ella in he figured, at least he had free access to the black site. He stretched his arms upward the pain had been reduced thanks to some mild pain killers and the medical team doing their thing with him prior to him calling it a day.

      He took walk around his ‘room’ as he turned the lights on and noticed several solid mannequins lined up side by side with combat armor on them, training dummies he figured. He looked at one of the dummies and started to take deep breathes, then thought real hard about it falling over.

      Nothing happened.

      The doctors and König all insisted what little psionic power he had, expanded during his time inside the pod, and therefore their equipment works. They can create human psionics provided they have the potential. Gavin didn’t feel any different than he had in the past, the only thing he felt was guilt, as everyone else out there believed he was dead and not coming back.

      The door leading into the hallways slid up as a staff member entered, pushing in several crates along with Michei who walked up to Gavin directly.

      “A face I can trust, I hope,” Gavin said to the Rabuabin psionic.

      “Likewise,” Michei said. “As you humans say, welcome to the club.”

      “I think those people are nuts.” Gavin pointed to the staff as they left the room. “I’m not a psionic.”

      “If they’re right you’ll get better as time goes on,” Michei said. “Like all things in life the more you practice and train, the better you’ll be.”

      “Is that why you’re here?”

      “I was asked recently to help you develop your powers and come up with a training plan. A quick one at that, Radiance and Hashmedai psionics train for years. They want it done in days.”

      “Won’t happen, will it?”

      “I’ll do what I can, but there’s no way you’ll be like me, there’s just not enough time for that.”

      “Well its clear you and I are prisoners here like Ella was.” Gavin smiled at him then joking bowed in a traditional Japanese manner. “Teach me sensei.”

      “Sensei?”

      “Never mind.”

      Gavin and Michei spent the remainder of the day training together. Michei explained the basics first, freeing your mind so that one can utilize the power of telekinetic force.

      Breaths, focus, visualize.

      Thirty-eight attempts later, Gavin bent a spoon ever so slightly.

      Levitation was the next subject, one that frustrated Gavin to the point of cursing a long barrage words every time he failed to move his body off the ground. Most of his attempts resulted in him falling over, rather than moving up, the gravity of the moon wasn’t helping, he was still used to Earth like gravity.

      Progress was slow and Gavin was thankful for Michei being as calm as he was with the training. But in the end, Gavin was a fighter pilot, not a space wizard. His place was on the battlefield, defending humanity from the imperial navy, not faking his death so that the black site can continue its study of human psionics.

      Gavin stormed out of his during the middle of his training, and barged into König’s office on the third floor where she sat in her chair interacting with four different holographic screens around her.

      “May I help you?” König asked as she waved the screens away to look at Gavin.

      “Yeah by getting me out from here,” Gavin said.

      “You know I can’t do that.”

      “Dr. Lynn was one thing, but me? I’m a fighter; I need to be out in the frontlines. I’m fine with coming back and finishing my training later, or between missions. But locked up here? I’m not helping Earth.”

      König crossed her arms and reclined backward on her leather chair. “The president would disagree.”

      “She knows about this?”

      “Earth Cube knows what we face, and as it stands we can’t win this war. There are at least three Hashmedai command ships with free access to wormhole technology, and now reports of a dreadnought with unknown fire power.”

      “All the more reason for me to be out there!” Gavin said. “Everyone needs to be fighting.”

      “Those Hashmedai ships have psionics aboard, ours don’t. We can’t win this war without them. So no; you can’t leave, your training is going to be the turning point.”

      “Psionic or not, I’m just one man.”

      “One of many human psionics that will follow in time.”

      “You make it sound like others will be using this place.”

      “Come here,” she said and waved for him to stand next to her. As he did she tossed a small hologram toward him from her holo pad.

      “This is data captured from the Celestial Order lab in LA,” Gavin said, reading the information. It was the same files he and Sarah read and downloaded.

      “I assume you’ve seen these files then, yes?” König said. “Your beloved Anna was secretly studied by them. She was becoming a psionic, and not just your typical run of the mill one. Her DNA was slowly altering as time went on. Yes, psionic genes are marginally different from those without, but Anna’s DNA was very different than it should be when taking into account she was a human psionic.”

      Gavin began to remember the vision that filled his mind during his time in the pod. All the things Anna explained it was starting to become clear it wasn’t just a crazy trip. The vision was trying to explain everything to him. “Go on,” Gavin said as he flicked the hologram aside.

      “I didn’t lose you then?”

      “This is all starting to make perfect sense believe it or not.”

      “Telinei or as you knew him as Dr. Jakins, had discovered that humans should they become psionics would be different from those in Radiance and the Hashmedai. Anna was proof of that as she was the only human he discovered that came in contact with the gem for a long period of time. There were of course other humans with psionic potential he discovered according to his notes; they too were different to what he expected. Of course Anna was the most important project to him due to her exposure to the gem; she was stronger than the rest. The order, according to his files, was attracted to Earth because a voice they felt was their gods told them of its location and the importance of humans.”

      “That gem enhanced her and me,” Gavin said, crossing his arms. “And the order worships those gems claiming their gods speak to them through it.”

      “There’s a connection. I’m not a firm believer of Radiance mysticism, but it’s clear that someone or something came to Earth many years ago before Radiance and the Celestial Order. And in turn spread that knowledge out into the galaxy as well as the location of Earth. Theoretically speaking of course.”

      Gavin knew he had failed in convincing König to allow him to leave and return to the fight. She just stood there, looking at him in the same way his school teachers did when he was a kid always coming up with excuses as to why he didn’t get his homework done. She wanted him to do nothing more than leave her alone and get back to the task at hand.

      He did just that and left her office. As he walked through the hallways toward the elevator he started to think of what things would have been like if Anna was alive, and what would she be like if she was getting the training he was. She’d be a powerful psionic right now, hell they’d be others too as Telinei had discovered other humans with potential. The gem had psionic links, the longer one held one, the more powerful they became. He had the power to become what Anna lost the chance to do, become the strongest human psionic.

      Gavin held onto the gem longer than Chloe and Ella, and neither of them was here to get the training done, or went into the pod to fully bring out their powers. Anna had insisted he got the gem with her last dying words, and the gem gave him psionic abilities, abilities he could no longer justify throwing away and walking away from. It would be a slap in her face. He had to become a psionic. He had to continue his training. He had to master it quickly for Anna’s sake, and the human race.

      “Chambers?” Michei said as Gavin stormed into their makeshift training room with determination in his stride.

      “Let’s take it from the top,” Gavin said.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Four days had passed since Gavin and Michei began their crash course training routine. Gavin had developed a decent grasp on the basics, telekinetic, levitation and ESP, though his scanning range with it was very small. Nevertheless Michei was impressed with how quickly Gavin developed, especially after Gavin beat him in a game of ping pong played blindfolded. No paddles were used of course, just their telekinetic thrusts against the ball as it neared their hands.

      Every three hours of training required one hour of meditation for them to rest their minds, and for Gavin to help further attune his abilities and take in the wisdom he experienced. Their meditations also gave König time to update her notes as she watched them train via a hidden camera. A new message from Geneva prompted König to finish her report quickly and head down to the training room as the two meditated, she didn’t like the idea of interrupting the two, but what she had to say was important.

      “How goes it?” König asked as she entered.

      Michei and Gavin sat on the floor cross-legged. Gavin’s eyes remained shut in his trance, as Michei's eyes opened to address König. “Making progress.”

      “Good,” König said. “In a few hours I’d like Chambers to undergo augmentation.”

      “That’s not possible.”

      “We’ve scanned your implants, reproduced them and modified them for human use.”

      “The cybernetic upgrades will put him out for months,” Michei said. “And again he still needs years of training before he’s ready for that stage.”

      “We won’t be giving him full upgrades, just the basics.”

      “He’s still not ready.”

      “I think he is,” König said. “Remember he is no ordinary psionic as he was exposed to the gem for a long period of time. And let’s not forget . . .” König slid a holographic screen from her holo pad to Michei. The screen depicted a map of the solar system. A gigantic red dot represented the location of the Hashmedai fleet. It was moving toward the inner planets from their stronghold round Uranus.

      “The Hashmedai,” Michei said, looking at the hologram.

      “They’re moving out,” König said. “The president wants something to work with right now.”

      “Give us another month at least.”

      “We might not have another month left.”

      “I’ll do it,” Gavin said as his eyes opened. He stood from his spot on the floor and said to König. “If this is what’s going to get me back into the fight, then let’s do this.”

      König shot him a cunning grin as she extended her hand out in a please come with me motion. She and Gavin walked to the cybernetic augmentation room, where a group of doctors stood waiting, with cybernetic implants with Gavin’s name on it.

      And a chip implant for his brain.
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      Veromacon, Aervounis, Luminous system

      The scales on Queenea’s neck glistened a vibrant indigo as she took one last her at herself in the mirror. She debated on brewing a glass of Piuash, a caffeinated beverage enjoyed by many within the union. She never got much sleep the previous night there was just too much anticipation for the day that lay ahead. Her final grade for her university thesis was to be given to her today, in addition her dear twin brother Ienthei was to learn if he would be nominated for the upcoming elections to select a new Aryile representative on the council.

      It was going to be the start of a new age, not just for her and her dear brother, but the union as well. Ienthei was going to get nominated, win the election, and he’d bring the balance and level headed thinking the council lacked. He’d help lead Radiance into a new age. Then there was her paper on ethereal energy and the great advances it would bring. Today it starts, today the son and daughter of Jainuzei, the slain legendary war hero, would lay down the ground work that would take the Radiance Union where it belonged, the leaders of the galaxy.

      Queenea’s excited footsteps raced down the stairs in the main foyer of their home. Her mother Marrea had prepared a bowl of fruit for her first meal, a meal she’d have to skip, Queenea had to leave or risk missing the rapid transit train. Perhaps if she woke up earlier she could have endured in the sweet and juicy fruits, but when one doesn’t get much sleep, you stay in bed until the very last minute.

      “Today is the day, isn’t it?” Marrea said, looking at Queenea’s blonde hair, something Marrea had never approved of. She did after all spend lots of credits to ensure Queenea and Ienthei’s hair color was brown naturally. The two twins had insisted on dying it blond.

      “Yes, mother,” Queenea said as she approached the front door.

      “Such a wonderful week awaits us,” Marrea said to her. “You about to find out your grade for the paper, your brother and Dienei will find out if they will be nominated to become the next Aryile rep on the council.”

      “Indeed, I hope all goes well.”

      “Hope? You mean you didn’t pray to the gods?”

      Queenea grimaced she had been busy lately and she neglected to say any prayers to the gods. “We’ll be fine,” she said. “I’m sure you, dear brother and Dienei prayed heavily.”

      “Make us proud, show the union the extent of your wisdom.”

      Queenea left quickly, her blue summery dress rustled like the purple leaves above her head as wind blew through the upscale community. She smiled as she boarded the train. It wasn’t every day one got a window seat. Typically she was always got stuck sitting in the middle row of seats. As the train left she tilted her head toward the right to gaze out the window. A bright green grassy hill was next to the glass tube the train travelled through. A shining river separated the tube from the hill, reflecting light from the bright star Aervounis orbited.

      The hill grew larger in size as they continued to move past it. Its grass was covered up by massive trees that arched upward, their purple leaves swaying back and forth. It looked like it was going to be another windy day, typical during this time of the year. The hill vanished as the horizon appeared, the train was in the process of traveling from the floating platform Queenea’s family lived on, toward the platform where the university was located. The train for all intents and purposes was suspended in the skies, the glass tunnels being the only source of support. Outside of the tunnels was nothing, just the great ocean a few kilometers below and the skies around them.

      The university was only twenty minutes away so it was time to sit back, for at this point of the journey the only sights outside of the train was the skyscrapers and various residential areas outside of the university as the train traveled to next section of Veromacon’s artificial floating landmass.
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* * *

      Veromacon University, Aervounis, Luminous system

      “Queenea . . .” Scholar Mil Coritea said as her four eyes looked at Queenea enter the vacant classroom. “Here for the news?”

      Queenea walked over to the scholar’s desk as she stood. “What did you think of it?”

      Coritea searched her cluttered desk, then handed Queenea a data crystal. “Everything that you need to know is on it, but . . .” Coritea paused and grimaced, Queenea braced herself; she knew something negative was coming. “Long story short we cannot issue you advancement into the next level.”

      Queenea groaned and signed. “Why?” she asked angrily, for her report was beyond anything the other students were writing.

      “As I said, read the report on that data crystal. What you produced was well written, don’t get me wrong. But it veers heavily on the side of heresy.”

      “I said nothing in it that would upset the gods!”

      “It’s based on papers written by High Scholar Telinei, a wise man who many believed sided with heretic thoughts,” Coritea said as she sat back down at her desk, keeping her four eyes on her data pad that she held in front of her face. “I will not talk about this any further, the decision has been made, read the notes to understand why.”

      Queenea stormed out of the classroom, muttering an expletive in the native Aryile language. She had no plans on reading the contents of the data crystal, for she knew that tapping into the source of aether would be the key to bringing the union into a new level. Yet they failed her, denied her advancement, condemning her future career to be limited as there were no repeats in university. And for what? She mentioned Telinei’s name, nothing more. It was no secret that the university wanted to distance themselves from him as much as possible and cut off those that read his works.

      Perhaps this is why Odelea never published anything new since Earth, she thought as she waited for the train to take her back home and admit defeat to her family.
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* * *

      Radiance Council delegation chambers, Aervounis, Luminous system

      Ary Ienthei, Ary Dienei, and Ary Faviea were the three top candidates running to become the next Aryile council representative. All three of them sat side by side in front of the wide Radiance council table the five-member council sat at, awaiting the final judgment call. Two of them were to be selected for the final stage, elections, the one that won the popular vote amongst all Aryile would be selected to be Gonvilei’s replacement.

      Ienthei loathed the idea that his stepfather, Dienei, made it this far with him also running. It wasn’t so much that the council allowed two people from the same household to run, but rather that Dienei choose to do it in the first place. Why couldn’t he just let me go ahead and do this? He has many career options in life, I have none, I have to get this!

      “Now, as for my replacement,” Gonvilei said with a haggard voice.

      “Yes,” Byikanea said. “All five of you all equally showed great promise however, there can only be two runners selected for the election.”

      Byikanea nodded to Gonvilei, giving him the go ahead to officially announce who the five voted to advance to the election stage.

      “Ary Faviea,” Gonvilei said, “and Ary Dienei.”

      Ienthei held back his anger and the overwhelming desires to rage and shout saying that he should have been chosen. Ienthei was younger, and that’s exactly what they need, even Gonvilei and Marchei himself said so. Dienei however, he killed his father Jainuzei, shot him in the back as he left their home and was never charged with it, or so his mother Marrea told them. She was quite the deceitful woman, one of the reasons his father wanted out of the relationship no doubt. Dienei had blood on his hands and he was now one election away from becoming a council member.

      Worst part is mother probably wanted him to win more than I did, Ienthei thought.

      “Congratulations,” Byikanea said to the two selected. “May the gods light shine upon you during election time.”

      “Sorry you didn’t make it,” Marchei said to Ienthei. “But history was still made as you are the youngest person to make it this far, you should be proud.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Ienthei muttered.

      Dienei nudged Ienthei with his elbow. “Don’t look so down,” he said to him. “At least someone from our household still has a shot at getting elected.”
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* * *

      Veromacon, Aervounis, Luminous system

      Ienthei’s commute of shame was over as he and Dienei entered their home. Nightfall had started to appear and slowly enveloped the floating city of Veromacon. Dienei during their travel back home did nothing but mutter false words of hope and pity. Arguing that it wasn’t the end of the galaxy, arguing that when it was time for him to step down or retire he can try again and run.

      Ienthei was half tempted to push him in front of the rapid transit train as it pulled into the station. Only half tempted. He wished he had been fully tempted, for at this point he had nothing else to live for. The genetic enhancements his parents supplied allowed him to be a natural leader, a politician, someone to lead the union. This was supposed to be his moment, now what was he to do? Lead a business? Lead a starship? He was beyond that, he was smart enough to do so much more. Until Dienei took it away, like how he took his father away and now his mother’s love.

      I hate this man! Inside their home Ienthei could see his mother consoling his dear sister. No further words needed to be spoken, she failed university. The gods had forsaken the two of them.

      “This is not something I wanted to see on such a great day for me,” Dienei said to Queenea and Marrea as they sat on the couch.

      “Were you both nominated?” Marrea asked as she turned to face the two.

      “No,” Ienthei said, his voice was pure bitterness. “We both weren’t.”

      “I made it,” Dienei said. “What’s wrong with her?”

      Marrea looked at her daughter and brushed her blonde hair back. “The university.”

      “Gave me a failing grade for my paper.”

      Dienei sat with the two on the couch as Ienthei moved into the kitchen. His body yearned for his caffeine fix that he’d neglected to supply for the day. A beverage dispenser on the wall began to light up as it detected Ienthei’s presence. He verbally requested a glass of Piuash and the machine carried out the order as he placed an empty glass into the dispenser. Freshly squeezed, cryogenically stored fruit and vegetable juices poured into the glass in the form of a thick turquoise fluid. A shot of caffeine was added afterward completing his requested drink.

      A large gulp of it went down into his mouth as he listened in on what the rest of his household had to say about the day’s events. “I told you not to write such sacrilegious talk,” Dienei said to Queenea. “Veromacon University is already under a lot of pressure because of the actions of Telinei and Odelea.”

      “Odelea?” Marrea asked.

      “One of Telinei students who also played a role in speaking for Radiance during contact with the humans.”

      “I thought people saw it as a noble thing she did.”

      “That was until the Radiance fleet protecting Earth was obliterated,” Dienei said. “The families of those men and women lost wished we had left Earth alone.”

      “And Odelea was seen as the one that went out to speak for us.” Ienthei added his thoughts from the kitchen.

      “And as I said, she had ties to the heretic Telinei” Dienei said. “This is why I told you it was a bad topic. I wish I had something more comforting to say but I don’t, you brought this upon yourself.”

      The two twins possessed the same hateful glare as they looked at Dienei at the same time. “You can’t be serious!” Ienthei shouted in defense of his dear sister.

      “Mother?” Queenea said looking at her.

      “I’m sorry, he is correct,” Marrea said to her. “And you didn’t pray for success either.”

      Queenea got up from her rest and moved to the upper level of the house in a rapid pace as she cursed in Aryile repeatedly. Ienthei groaned as he finished his drink and overheard Dienei and Marrea change the subject instantly, and spoke of Dienei’s nomination and how grateful she was he made it.

      It only confirmed Ienthei’s suspicion. His mother only seemed to care about the success of Dienei’s life and nothing else. Dienei grilled his dear sister and his mother Marrea did nothing about it, all the while Marrea said nothing to comfort Ienthei for losing. She issued no words that it was wrong for his stepfather to take away what he, her son fought for. It was at that moment Ienthei’s realized, there was only one person in their household he cared about and cared about him in return. And she was upstairs very possibly crying for the first time in years.

      Ienthei left his glass on the counter, and proceeded up into the bedroom he shared with his sister. The lights were off, his Aryile eyes struggled to make out what was in front of him as he entered, he could only see light from the outside world as it beamed through their third-floor window. Queenea was somewhere in here, he could hear her, but she had the lights off for a reason, probably because she didn’t want to reveal the fact she was in tears.

      “Brother . . .” Queenea said as she heard him enter and sit next to her on the bed. “I’m sorry that . . .”

      “He won . . .” Ienthei finished her sentence. “I failed to make it as you might have heard.”

      “This is not the news I needed to hear, I needed good news.”

      “The gods have forsaken us . . . we’ve done nothing wrong.”

      “The council twists the teaching of the gods to suit their needs . . .”

      “If the gods exist at all . . .”

      “If they don’t then the council is leading our people down a path to nowhere.”

      “I don’t understand how I could lose when they all said they wanted someone young.”

      “More twists they just don’t want you, they probably know that you would push to have my research made a reality if you won the election.”

      “They must be.”

      “Removed.”

      “Yes.”

      “Too much corruption, too many lies, too much reliance on the word of the gods.”

      “And now he has a chance of becoming a part of that . . .”

      “This can’t happen!”

      “If the gods truly exist they’ll stop at nothing to make sure we don’t succeed in removing the council.”

      “Then let’s do a test, let’s plan something.”

      “Something big.”

      “Any signs of things not going our way.”

      “Then the gods are working against us.”

      “No resistance then.”

      “There’s no such thing as the gods.”

      “Or they want us to succeed.”

      “Either way we shall get.”

      “Our answers.”

      “Hold me dear brother,” Queenea said as she stood and walked in front of the window. “I need to focus, and think of a plan . . .”
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* * *

      Queenea woke up the next morning to the sound of her data pad beeping. There was a new message waiting for her. She crawled out of the bed she shared with Ienthei, and sluggishly walked toward the table where her data pad rested. Her fingers flicked across the touch screen and loaded the message.

      Her mouth twisted at the discovery of the sender of the message, Za Iey’liwea the Rabuabin council representative. She was extending an invite for Queenea to dine with her during second meal in the downtown district of Veromacon. Queenea’s hand shook and rocked her sleeping brother, forcing him to wake up.

      “Dear brother, wake up.”

      “Arg, what is it?” he said finally.

      She shoved her data pad in his face forcing him to read the message Iey’liwea wrote her. “What can you tell me about her?”

      “Why would . . .”

      “. . . she be contacting me?”

      “You lost your chance to advance in the university, I lost my nomination bid.”

      “There’s a connection, she wants something.”

      “We have nothing to offer but our curse of failing.”

      “Perhaps she wishes to mend our situation.”

      “Then she’ll want something in return, which brings us back to the question of what can we give her?”

      Queenea once again faced the data pad as she began to type a reply as Ienthei rolled over in the bed, and covered his face with the blanket. “I’m going to see her. Will you accompany me dear brother?”

      “I can’t bring myself to leave home,” he groaned from beneath the blankets. “Go without me.”

      “Don’t forget about what we spoke of last night.”

      “They will pay.” He uncovered his face. “This I assure you.”

      Queenea left promptly to bathe and get ready for the day ahead. She chose the color of red glitter to decorate the scales on her neck as she slipped into something more causal for the trek to the downtown core. Her mother called out to her as she made it downstairs and headed toward the exit, another bowl of fruit was prepared for first meal, another bowl she’d have to walk away from.

      “Queenea,” Marrea shouted to her. “I’m sorry if I hurt you last night.”

      Queenea stopped before the front door; she had no further words to say to her other than. “I need to go.”

      “Do not hate anyone for it; it was the will of the gods, nothing more.”
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* * *

      Downtown Veromacon, Aervounis, Luminous system

      Downtown Veromacon was located on the central floating section of the city, the very same one that held the Radiance council towers and various other government buildings. The train ride there was unique one for Queenea as she rarely travelled to this part of the city. The raised tracks that the train traveled across stretched out between the many residential condos and high-rise towers as it plowed toward the several stations it stopped at to let people on and off. The train traveled so near some of the condos that Queenea could catch a glimpse of residents as they stood on their balconies attending to the plants they had growing on it. Other people were seen coming up for air in their small swimming pools in which all balconies had.

      Space ports provided parking space for small ships and transports, every few seconds one could see a ship fire its engines up and fly off into space while another zipped down from the skies to land. It had been years since Queenea and her dear brother went into space, neither of them as she remembered were particularly fond of cryostasis however.

      Condos were replaced with commercial buildings as the train ventured deeper into the downtown area. The council towers were seen off in the distance, the tallest structure in sight. Holographic advertisements appeared on the sides of some buildings, promoting new opportunities awaiting those that settled on newly colonized worlds such as Rasi and Oyuri. The train pulled into the station Queenea had waited to arrive at since boarding. It was a disk-shaped building, it ceiling was made out of transparent aluminum. The sunlight that beamed through it was intense, one of the few buildings that required air-condition to keep the temperatures a comfortable thirty-two-degrees Celsius for the Aryile people.

      Queenea stepped off the train and grinned at some of the Aryile and Linl businessmen that gave her lustful stares as she walked past. She half expected them to approach and attempt to get to know her, perhaps offer her dinner. But they wouldn’t because most men didn’t have the confidence needed to speak to a stunning woman like her, her mother made sure her looks were top of the line. A blessing and a curse.

      Queenea double-checked the address on her data pad, she was indeed on the right path as she walked through the busy streets. Everyone around her wore expensive business attire; some had tiny holograms that followed them displaying the projection of someone they were speaking to, most likely business partners or co-workers. People who weren’t of the Aryile or Javnis race carried tiny portable air conditioners to keep their bodies cool, small silver and gold square shaped devices that clipped onto the sides of one’s shirt or blouse.

      Several restaurants came into view as Queenea turned the corner. A Linl establishment was located on the second floor of a nearby skyscraper. She shuddered slightly as she entered, it was slightly chilly, more so than she was used to. Twenty degrees according to her data pad, Linl room temperature. It wasn’t industry standard within the union, but as she could tell by the clientele dining on their second meal, Aryile and Javnis rarely visited this place.

      Iey’liwea sat alone at table next to a large glass window; it provided a fantastic look at the busy streets Queenea had just trod during her trek there. Iey’liwea grinned as she saw Queenea approach and take a seat with her.

      “You probably have a lot of questions,” Iey’liwea said as the two looked at their data pad menus.

      “A list that’s being growing for the last nineteen hours.”

      “As you may know outside of being on the council I have business dealings with several corporations throughout the union.”

      “So I’ve read.”

      “Have you read about Souyila Corp?”

      “I haven’t.”

      “It’s a new power distribution company I helped found. It plans to supply power to newly built cities and reactors for the next generation of union starships.”

      “Why is that? Xenethereal crystals give us our power needs.”

      Iey’liwea stopped as she saw the server approach to take their orders. He was a young Linl man, one or two years into his adult life, and couldn’t keep his eyes off Queenea’s chest. The two placed their orders, roasted vegetables for Queenea, spicy cream soup for Iey’liwea. As the server stepped away Iey’liwea continued to speak. “Xenethereal crystals can only be found on the Vorcambreum home world, and the supplies for them are starting to get low. Every ship built, new colony established uses them. Humans aren’t helping as we gave several to them.”

      “I thought we withdrew support for them?”

      “We did, but credits talk. If a human business were to offer several billion credits, we will sell to them regardless.” Iey’liwea looked up to the clear bright skies through the window. “Long story short, we’re going to need a new source of power.”

      “So the union is facing a power crisis?”

      “It won’t be today, tomorrow or within the next ten years, but it will happen,” Iey’liwea said, returning her sights to Queenea. “We on the council know of this and have been working to keep it silent while we figure out a new plan. That’s where you and your report on aether comes in.”

      Progress at last. “I’m listening,” Queenea said.

      “Good, because you’re no good to me and my business if you’re not.” Iey’liwea sat back in her chair and allowed her waving tail to relax. “The university may have rejected your idea, and yes I admit the council did play a hand in it.”

      “Did they?”

      “You’re an intelligent woman, I’m sure you figured out why that happened. Your theory however is brilliant and warrants further study. This could be the solution to our future energy crisis and the council won’t back it due to religious fears it will anger the gods.”

      “So what’s your plan to go against them?” Queenea stopped as the server returned with their requested second meals, placing the elegantly decorated food in front of them. Queenea watched as the server walked away, as he glanced back at her genetically enhanced body. It gave him the wrong idea, the idea that she was fascinated in him. “Do you plan to defy the gods?”

      “My name as you know was originally a traditional Rabuabin name, ‘Iey’liw’,” Iey’liwea said, before she began to consume her piping hot soup. “I was born an exile; my father wanted to live in the union and begged that the sins of his parents be forgiven so that we can live here. I’m not saying the gods don’t exist, all I’m saying is we shouldn’t make our every decision based around what the Patriarch thinks will upset them or not.”

      Queenea began to eat her meal and waited until she was half way finished it before she announced. “Thirty million credits.”

      “Straight to the numbers, I like you.”

      “I’ll give you my report and assist your new project.”

      “We need to be silent about this of course, should the council or the Patriarch find out . . .”
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* * *

      On the other side of the restaurant, a lanky Linl man listened in on Queenea and Iey’liwea’s conversation via a hidden recording device underneath their table. Iey’liwea thought she’d be slick and have a secret meeting away from the council towers, her office, and her home. What she didn’t know was that her data pad wasn’t hard to hack into and monitor remotely. The conversation had started to upload into the data pad of another party, interested in what the Rabuabin council representative had to say.

      “You’re going to want to listen to this right away sir,” he whispered into his hidden communicator on his wrist.
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* * *

      Radiance Council delegation chambers, Aervounis, Luminous system

      Ienthei received a message on his data pad hours after Queenea had left to visit Iey’liwea. The message was asking him to come to the delegation chambers to speak of an urgent matter. He had hoped for the best, that the council was going to admit they were wrong and that he should have been nominated, perhaps even allow him to run for elections while Dienei gets removed from the race.

      Ienthei’s mouth twisted as he stepped off the elevator into an empty chamber. He scratched his blond hair wondering what was going on as he stepped further in to take a closer look.

      “Where is everyone else?”

      “Not here,” Marchei said as he spun around in his chair to unveil his presence to Ienthei. It was just the two of them, nobody else. “And they won’t be.”

      “What did you call for me?”

      Marchei folded his tiny Vorcambreum hands together. “There’s a problem I need your assistance with.”

      “Me?”

      “You should have been nominated, we need people like you on the council,” Marchei said. “Your father, a great war hero, was killed by Dienei who now stands a chance at being elected. Does this sound right to you? Shouldn’t the son of Jainuzei take a seat amongst us?”

      Ienthei was delighted to hear that someone else other than his dear sister agreed with him, a council representative no less. “Yeah, but.”

      “Not everyone on the council is exactly who they appear to be. Some are allied with the heretics, others with the exiles. Some like Iey’liwea wishes to go against the will of the gods. And drag your sister with her.”

      Marchei picked up his data pad off the council table and tapped on its screen. An audio recording of Queenea and Iey’liwea played. It sounded as if they were inside a crowded establishment, like a restaurant.

      “I could bring this information to light,” Marchei said. “But it would create unnecessary drama and arguing. Not to mention a long investigation. One that would probably result in the excommunication of your sister, you can protect her however and may prevent said drama.”

      “Explain.”

      “The great temple, the two of need to visit the acting Patriarch there, and pray for forgiveness.”

      “That’s it? Seems rather easy.”

      “With the temple giving you their full support and accepting your apologies, nobody will speak ill of you two,” Marchei said. “This would also result in Iey’liwea’s plans coming to an end as she can’t push forward without your sister.”

      The auto recording repeated and Ienthei listened to it again and carefully considered his next words and plan of action. “I’ll speak with her at once.”
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      Leviathan, En route to Mars, Sol system

      Noylarlie's quarters was still a mess so was her mind as she tried repeatedly to reestablish telepathic communication with Kroshka upon her return from aether space. Noylarlie tried everything, meditating, breathing, even sought guidance from gem she kept on her. There were no results, either she wasn’t good at reaching out to someone, or something happened to Kroshka.

      She destroyed the frame to her bed by snapping it into pieces, as a means of releasing some frustration. It was that frustration that needed to be purged from her body for her to return to the realm of aether space. Noylarlie lay back with her arms spread out from side to side, and entered the all too familiar trance she needed to astral project into the alternate plane of existence. No water, no weightless was needed, the process almost second nature, like opening up a door in front of you and walking through it.

      She hoped that perhaps Kroshka had returned to aether space as Noylarlie had left it. It would explain her being unable to reach her mind via telepathy.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Aether space, Lower realm

      The beach and ocean beneath the nebula appeared as Noylarlie opened her eyes. Her mother Iolysta was there, Kroshka was not. There goes that idea.

      “Where she?” Noylarlie asked as she approached Iolysta sitting on the beach.

      “Kroshka? I don’t know. I haven’t touched her mind since her disconnect from here.”

      “I can’t connect with her.”

      Iolysta stood and faced Noylarlie, the sand that touched her body melted away and fell from her as if it were droplets of water. Iolysta touched Noylarlie’s head with two of her fingers as her eyes shut. “There’s too much stress on your mind. You need to be more relaxed or you will not be able to speak with her via telepathy.”

      “Can’t relax when you suddenly want to change sides and have me follow you,” Noylarlie said as she resisted the urge to raise her voice. “The Leviathan will be heading toward Earth along with the Hashmedai fleet.”

      Iolysta opened her eyes and withdrew her fingers from Noylarlie, “Unfortunate.”

      “I can’t stop it mother! I may be powerful but I can’t stand up to all of them alone.”

      “Find a way, you have to.”

      “What will happen if I don’t?”

      Iolysta looked her daughter and smiled. “Come with me,” she said, starting to walk toward the ocean, on the surface of the water at that.

      Noylarlie followed, half expecting her body to submerge into the blue shimmering waters. But she didn’t, her psionic mind sensed a section the ocean’s surface tension was solid and stable enough for one to step on. It went against everything she knew about the normal world and physics. But there she was, walking on the surface of water, the areas that allowed her to at least. Two meters next to her, the water acted like one would expect in normal space, Noylarlie dipped her hands into it and felt its cold flow.

      She continued to follow behind her mother deeper across the ocean until it began to rise. No, it wasn’t rising, it was folding around them. The beach they had left was high above Noylarlie’s head as the rest of the ocean folded and formed into a sphere, in which the two women were inside.

      “What the fuck,” was all Noylarlie had to say.

      Once the sphere was complete, Iolysta faced Noylarlie and extended her hands out for Noylarlie to hold. “Let me show you the truth,” Iolysta said.

      Noylarlie and Iolysta’s hands embraced. There was a flash of white brilliant light.

      Everything became dark seconds later.

      Noylarlie felt like she was falling off a cliff, yet she saw nothing that would indicate that, just darkness. Her hair, her outfit was all rustling and her senses told her she was falling into pit. There was no surface below her, nothing her feet could feel or her hands to touch. Just eternal nothingness and falling.

      The darkness cleared and the strange sensation stopped. Noylarlie’s body hovered high above a city, a Lyonria city. It was a vision, she knew it was, just like she knew it was a Lyonria city, yet she had never seen one.

      She just knew, somehow.

      Noylarlie watched the vision play out in a form of an accelerated time lapse. She saw the Lyonria civilization rise from their home world and travel the stars, colonizing many worlds. Their ships were enormous. FTL was possible, artificial gravity was something they could easily build. Even Lyonria school children could build a simple artificial gravity generator.

      The fleet of Lyonria ships dominated space, terraformed planets, seeded worlds to encourage life to evolve, brokered alliances between other alien species. During their travels they encountered a pocket of space, a rift in the space time continuum. The Lyonria were explorers, and masters of science, they thought they knew everything about physics. This rift proved they only knew half of it, the rest of the unknown existed within the rift, a rift that led them to the discovery of aether space. The first Lyonria explorers inside aether space gained psionic powers over a period of time as strange beings from inside the realm guided and taught them about their newly discovered existence.

      Time went on and more and more Lyonria ventured inside aether space, establishing colonies, gaining psionic powers, and learning about the secrets of the universe. Those that truly mastered their newfound psionic powers were selected by the strange beings inside aether space and were offered a chance to venture deeper inside. What became of them was a mystery to all. What became of the Lyonria that didn’t venture too far in however was not. They felt superior, better than the Lyonria that existed in normal space and time.

      A new label was created to identify the two groups of Lyonria. Lesser was a title bestowed upon those in normal space, greater a title for the psionic Lyonria within aether space. Lesser elders and the elite from normal space were invited to travel and live with the greater. A new system of accession was formed in the centuries that came. Lesser Lyonria had to work hard and build themselves up to an elite status, a key that would allow them to travel to aether space and gain all the benefits from living there.

      The lesser who were forced to live in normal space had to do so under the guidance of their elders, they were forced to view them as if they were divine beings that knew all and could influence all. Few people questioned them at the time as several showed the power to predict events in normal space, like a seer. The greater Lyonria also guided the lesser into advancing their technology, such as the invention of wormholes and the aetheric matter needed to coat the throat of the wormhole so that it could remain stable enough for ships or people to travel through it.

      The wormhole network gave the lesser Lyonria access to remote regions of space that even their FTL ships couldn’t reach due to the distances and fuel required. Travel from galaxy to galaxy became common place and every galaxy had an interesting story to tell and primitive races evolving on many different worlds. Nivrui, Aviuheart, and Emelia, three greater Lyonria, from an elite sorority, centuries earlier appeared in normal space to assist and oversee the lesser in their new task of studying and helping with the advancement of a primitive alien species. The three were different from most greater Lyonria, some figured they were in aether space so long they achieved a level of psionic power that was unheard of. Others suspected they were amongst the many chosen by the mysterious creatures to travel deeper into aether space.

      Whatever the case was, they were powerful and choose the planet of Paryo to make their presence known. Primitive Hashmedai saw the three descend from the skies, they told them they were goddesses and offered a bright and promising future as long as they worshipped them and followed their guidance. The lesser Lyonria were forced to assist the three women by protecting the Hashmedai people from all natural threats. Asteroids that were on a collision course to their world were shot down by their mighty battleships. Plagues that had the potential to wipe out the Hashmedai were rendered inert via secret vaccines developed by Lyonria scientists.

      The Hashmedai people continued to evolve and conquer the harsh conditions of their world. Nivrui, Aviuheart and Emelia got all the credit as they continued to develop and prepare their future plans with the Hashmedai people, the lesser Lyonria that did most of the work got none.

      Years later a rebellion broke out, the lesser wanted into aether space and wanted their old government restored. And most of all, they wanted Nivrui, Aviuheart and Emelia to stop dictating to them how they should develop and live their lives. Not all the original Lyonria that ventured into aether space stayed there, some retired in remote regions of normal space, along with their newly found psionic powers. Their descendants inherited those gifts and passed them down as the generations went on. The lesser rebels sought out those few and forced them to train, enhance their powers and become the soldiers they’d need to win the war and gain their freedom and independence.

      The war was long, and resulted in many of the Lyonria colonies in the Milky Way galaxy crumbling. The greater Lyonria sought to slow their progression by destroying as many wormhole gates as they could, cutting them off from the rest of the lesser throughout the universe. The psionic lesser however devised a means of entering aether space without the need of the temporal rifts that normally allowed them. Aetheric energy orbs, white glowing balls of pure psionic energy allowed psionics to enter aether space via astral projection. Red gem like matter acquired from aether space encased these orbs, to contain their power and make it easier to physically keep it on them. The more one used the orbs encased in a red gem, the more their knowledge and thoughts were etched into it, an unexpected side effect that proved to be useful as fallen psionic soldiers could have their psionic gifts transferred into another, not to mention it worked as an excellent communications tool between normal space and aether space.

      The rebels over time forced the greater Lyonria inside aether space to fall back further in the strange realm. Many were forced to seek refuge in unexplored regions and spread out. The leaders of the rebels weren’t convinced it was enough and chased after them, none returned. With the leadership of the rebels gone, lesser Lyonria society in the Milky Way galaxy crumbled as the three goddesses vanished, seeking refuge in captured gems.

      Stoarior, Tym, and Livie appeared from an undiscovered rift leading into aether space. They monitored what had become of the galaxy in the aftermath of the rebellions as the Milky Way was the original source of the uprising. During their observation they discovered the planet Aervounis and the struggling Aryile facing extinction. They appeared to the Aryile people much like how the goddesses did to the Hashmedai and helped them heal their dying world, then assigned them a task.

      Explore the galaxy, advance other races they discovered, share the gifts and Lyonria technology they would provide to them over time. Let the Aryile lead the newly created Radiance Union and hope that they uncovered in their travels what became of the lesser Lyonria rebels and what became of the goddesses.

      The goddesses took advantage of the situation in the galaxy. The Linl discovered Lyonria outposts and ruins within their home system, such discoveries eventually led them to build ships and travel the stars to learn more of the Lyonria. Eventually they arrived at the Morutrin system, the location where the first gems were discovered by Hashmedai salvagers. The Empire and the Union both found their way into the system, and the eventual exposure to the gems and the voices that said to the salvagers that found them in the aftermath of the fighting for control of the system.

      Some people in Radiance were convinced their gods were speaking to them. Some Hashmedai heard the voices and its lure as well and blindly followed the directions it gave them. Said directions were actually ones by the goddesses, which led to the creation of the Celestial Order. The goal on the outside, follow the true teachings of the gods, the real goal, then kill the gods, the gods who were once generals in the lesser Lyonria rebellions.

      Noylarlie appeared back standing on the ocean with her mother at her side. The folded waters had returned to normal. For a brief moment, she forgot she was in aether space. The vision was so vivid and immersive and made her forget about her reality and existence.

      “This is why we can’t support the order,” Iolysta said.

      “The gods and goddesses are just two feuding alien factions that will turn the galaxy into their battlefield.”

      “Humans, Hashmedai and Radiance will be the tools they’ll use to make it happen.”

      “And you wonder why I get stressed . . .”

      “Help me achieve balance, the goddesses only wanted to help the Hashmedai and give us the gifts and knowledge that exist in aether space. Let’s create that form for them and end this conflict.”

      Noylarlie started to understand why her mother wanted to perform the sudden change in plans. Iolysta at a time was an Archmage loyal to the order, she only wanted to carry out the plans that were given to her. Her death somehow resulted in her mind being trapped here, in which records of the Lyonria wars were no doubt recorded somewhere.

      It made perfect sense. Noylarlie’s task was to get the Hashmedai people thinking and worshiping the goddesses once again, this was what her mother wanted. Celestial Order loyal Hashmedai to break away from the order and reestablish the old secret worship of the goddesses, in hopes they’d give up their vengeful quest to kill the gods and return to their original goals.
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* * *

      Leviathan, En route to Mars, Sol system

      Noylarlie rapidly sat up from her trance on the floor like a woman awaking from a bizarre dream within a dream. Which wasn’t exactly too far from the truth the more she thought about it. Her body, her physical one had been in her quarters lying down. Her mind was elsewhere, in aether space, then was sent into the dream like vision of experiencing the rise and fall of the Lyonria.

      She looked upward and examined the ship she was in as her brain slowly started to accept the reality that she was back in normal space. The bulkheads, the material used, the Leviathan was a Celestial Order ship and it all existed because of the acts of two opposing forces during ancient times along with the intervention of a mysterious force deep within aether space. The road ahead of Noylarlie was, daunting, if what she saw was even true. The only other person she knew that ventured into aether space was Kroshka, whom she couldn’t get hold of. She needed to speak with her, now more than ever, she needed confirmation, because as it stood, Noylarlie was unsure how to exactly make her mother’s wishes come true.

      It felt a lot easier to say fuck it all and give up, hide somewhere in the galaxy with her powers and avoid the chaos coming to the galaxy. Her memories of Akeia held her back on that choice. She loved him, despite the short time they were together. He fancied her aggressive fearless personally, and running away wasn’t a trait she possessed back in those days, he would have been disappointed to see Noylarlie give up. Then there’s was the fact he was dead because of all the chaos. They killed him to push their shady agenda forward. He must be avenged the empress’ wrath was misguided, still believing humans were responsible. And Kroshka, Kroshka wasn’t a fighter, only Noylarlie could seek out justice and make everyone responsible pay for the prince's death.

      Noylarlie stood, her body empowered with her newfound state of mind. She was going to do this, no matter the cost. She’d need help of course, but whom? Right, humans, who are doing everything they could to defend their planet. Their fleets saw the Leviathan and the ships behind it as enemies. Noylarlie needed to find a way interfere with the Leviathan’s mission and give the humans an advantage.

      She paced back and forth in her quarters thinking of a perfect plan. Every minute that passed put the fleet closer to Mars and Earth, she didn’t have much time left. Her thoughts and pacing were interrupted by her intercom, a communication from the bridge.

      “What is it?” she asked, hitting the intercom’s controls.

      “Noylarlie,” Yominv Crossblade said. “I have a task for you. Please report to the hanger bay.”

      “What task is it this time?”

      “I need you to create a wormhole and return to Paryo briefly,” he said. “There’s something of importance I need you to pick up from Fahia.”

      Noylarlie wanted to tell him where to go, but she still needed to retain the image that she was loyal to their cause. Loyal people do what they were told. “I’m on my way,” she said and began to make her way down to the hanger bay.

      There was a single transport ship primed and ready for takeoff amongst the hundreds of dormant interceptors and transport ships. Inside the transport was a lone skinny rifleman at the controls in the cockpit. She didn’t require a pilot as her psionic mind could have flown the ship remotely, but she went with it anyway. If he tried something, he wouldn’t have lasted long against her. The transport took off and flew out of the Leviathan, as the mighty dreadnought led three command ships on a sub light trek to the inner rocky worlds of Sol.

      “Hold here,” she said to the rifleman pilot.

      He complied and made the transport come to a full stop. “Please don’t kill me,” he said, begging of her. “I only did what I was ordered to do.”

      “Should I be interested in killing you?”

      “You don’t know?”

      “There are a lot of things lately I didn’t know,” she said as her weightless body lifted and the gem between her breasts began to glow.

      “The admiral forced me and another to kill the psionic on the Scathing Hand,” he said. “I know you psionics have become a rare breed lately and formed close ties to each other. I killed one of your kind, and he didn’t do anything wrong. The captain of that ship was the problem. Sure they didn’t follow the truth path of the gods as the order loyal crew aboard that ship was transferred elsewhere, but still.”

      “Still what?”

      “The gods, they only want us to kill those that directly oppose and refused to join. The ships in the fleet that aren’t loyal to the order were never given the chance to see the true path, they could have been converted.”

      Noylarlie rolled her eyes at his speech, though his reveal was interesting. The Scathing Hand was one of several ships whose crew believed the Leviathan was loyal to the empire. She made a mental note as she began to connect with the gem before her. Red light shined all throughout the interior of the transport as she began the task of bending the fabric of space to create a small wormhole that would appear above the skies of Paryo.

      They were back in orbit around the cold Hashmedai home world, the transport remained in orbit while she teleported down into the ancient temple. Fahia gave an update on their situation, Hannah required Kroshka’s gem to be taken to Oyuri, Noylarlie was going to be the courier that would do it. Noylarlie looked down at the pendant gem that was once a force that protected Kroshka since childhood. The order took it away from her, and Kroshka like Noylarlie needed it to travel to aether space. Kroshka mysteriously vanished from that realm days ago.

      Noylarlie grimaced as she gave Fahia a fierce and hateful stare, before teleporting away once more. Not back into orbit, Noylarlie had another side task to deal with.
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* * *

      Imperial Palace, Paryo, Uemaesce system

      Eeladen left Kroshka’s chamber once again, she couldn’t remember how long it was before he decided to leave her body alone, or how long it was since she got the news that the servants loyal to her had all been arrested and placed in the queue for execution. All she could remember was that she had spent the entire day lying on her bed naked and depressed. Her attempts to get the gem back, failed along with her attempts to prevent herself from having Eeladen’s child. Those that aided her were days away from losing their heads.

      Her personal computer terminal played a reminder chime that it was Christmas Eve to the humans. Originally, she programmed it to remind her that as she planned to surprise Jazz with a present the following day, her way of bringing a familiar custom back into his life as he was stuck living on Morutrin Prime at the time. Now it served as a reminder that the human race had one day left before the imperial fleet under the influence of the Celestial Order carried out their plans, and a reminder that she’d be forced to bond with Eeladen at the same time.

      Her door chime rang loud enough to force her head to move. Who can that be? Her servants were all in prison, the bonding wouldn’t happen until tomorrow and Eeladen had the power to let himself in as he pleased. The chime rang again, this was an unexpected guest no doubt about it. She rolled her sad body out of the bed and put a robe on, the same one that Eeladen had ripped off her body.

      She opened the door, a beautiful psionic stood behind it, one she had not laid eyes on in almost two months, Archmage Noylarlie Atonement.

      “Kroshka,” Noylarlie said as she stepped in, she sounded relieved to see her. Noylarlie looked about and the gazed long at Kroshka’s unkempt hair. “The fuck is this?” she said as she touched it.

      Kroshka hesitated at first, as it would only remind her of the horrible reality she had to deal with. The look on Noylarlie face however demanded an answer, it was most likely the reason she took the time to leave the frontlines to come and speak with her. “Eeladen . . .” Kroshka said, looking at the floor. “Mother wants me to have his child, he forced himself on me. Many times.”

      “Shit.” Noylarlie grunted, then seemingly became lost in thought. She said several minutes afterward as Kroshka sat on her couch. “I’ve experienced a similar situation when I was younger.”

      “I do not know how much more of this I can take.”

      “The moment you give up they win,” Noylarlie said to her. “It’s something I always told myself during the five years I was suffering in the psionic training facility, one of the instructors forced me to be his play thing.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I killed the person responsible for it.” Noylarlie clenched cybernetic augmented fists and brought them near her face. “It felt good. And possibly resulted in future students not having to deal with him.”

      The two began to speak about Noylarlie’s experiences in aether space, namely the discovery about the origins of the Lyonria, it was the knowledge that was swept away from Noylarlie during their venture at the Amethyst Citadel. As a final parting gift, Kroshka gave Noylarlie the locations of interesting places she had planned to explore while in aether space. With her pendant gone, she could no longer return, perhaps Noylarlie could continue where she left off in its exploration.

      “I need to go,” Kroshka said to Noylarlie as she realized the sun had long set. “The bonding ceremony will be soon, I need to get ready.”

      Kroshka took a quick nap, hours after Noylarlie teleported away. She was awoken by servants sent by her mother. They assisted her with bathing, styling her hair more elegantly than it normally would have been. Exquisite make up was applied as another group brought in Kroshka’s completed dress to wear for the bonding ceremony.

      She stood looking at herself in the mirror, and made a fake smile to give off the false impression she was okay with this and everything that was to come. The servants, pleased with their work, left and instructed her to follow behind them. Kroshka stopped shy of the entrance of the door leading into the main halls. She forgot something, important.

      She quickly ran back inside and returned to her room, her hands started a swift search through her storage cabinets. She found her handbag, the same one she carried out in the markets two months ago when she and Eeladen discovered the ancient temple, Fahia and the Hashmedai sect of the Celestial Order.

      Kroshka opened the bag and visibly confirmed that Phylarlie’s plasma dagger was still inside. She held onto the hilt of the blade before running off to join the servants that were leading her to the throne room where the ceremony was set to take place.
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* * *

      Transport en route to Leviathan, Sol system

      Noylarlie considered giving Kroshka’s pendant gem back especially after seeing her in the sad sorry state she was in. But doing such a thing would only make the order question her loyalty and she couldn’t have that, not yet. Besides, she thought as she held onto Kroshka’s gem pendant and her own side by side. One gem made me the most powerful psionic in the galaxy, what would two do?

      “The admiral wishes to know what took us so long,” the rifleman pilot said.

      “Make something up.”

      “What? But the gods would be upset if I lied to him about that.”

      “Don’t worry about the gods,” she said, sitting next to him. “Worry about the goddesses.”

      “Who?”

      “We got a few more hours before we regroup with the fleet.” She changed the tone of her voice to a more intimating manner. “I’m going to tell you a story, and you’re going to believe it.”
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      ESV Winston Churchill, Pluto orbit, Sol system

      Chloe locked the door to Chris’ quarters. She wanted no interruptions as the two embraced and locked lips, then fell on the bottom bunk. She was fired up, ready for a night of passion, this time with her real body. She waited for him to rip off her tank top, as she already did that with his as she held onto the amazing body he had thanks to his days as a Navy SEAL. Fuck did she miss that, and with everything that she experienced lately, she needed it badly.

      Judging by the hesitation on Chris’ part however, he didn’t need it badly. “Something doesn’t seem right for you?” she asked as he kissed her neck.

      He never did that.

      “I’m fine, just wasn’t expecting all this to happen.”

      “Life became strange once aliens showed up on our doorstep.”

      The passion was dead. “Well I meant with you, it’s like you’re a different person.”

      “I’m the real McCoy,” Chloe said. “Everything we experienced together is still in my head.”

      “But your body.”

      “Wasn’t the real one, yes I get that, but I still remember, I was still in control.”

      The two confused lovers sat next to each on the bunk as Chris reached for his top on the floor. “I just need some time to process all this. I was after all banging an alien this whole time.”

      “Not the whole time. I was myself for part of our stay at Lejorania Sanctum.”

      Chris put his top back on, his chiseled and dark body was gone, and along with whatever he was planning to say as he remained silent. “Right time,” Chloe said. “Sure take all the time you need.”

      Chloe left his room and entered the hallways on the habitat ring that led her to the quarters she shared with her sister Sarah. She was hoping to hear Chris’ voice call out to her from behind, muttering that he was sorry and they should continue. No such thing happened, she entered her quarters, Sarah was inside playing video games on her holo pad.

      “Hey,” Chloe said to her, prompting Sarah to shut the game off and roll out of the bunk.

      “And here I thought I was going to have this place to myself.” The two sisters hugged, it was the first time either of them had seen each other or spoken since Chloe’s dramatic return. “It’s good to have you back sis. Now why are you here and not with Boyd?”

      Fuck sakes, why are you reminding me of him already? “He needs time to think,” Chloe said. “I’m trying not to think too much into it, there is a war going on after all.”

      “In some way you’re a different person.”

      “He said something similar.”

      “Your memories were placed into the body of a Linl, then went around thinking you really were human.”

      “I was in control.” Chloe’s voice was raised. Chris viewing her differently was one thing, but her sister? “I don’t know why people can’t accept that.”

      “Because you weren’t human during these last few years that’s why.”

      “It doesn’t fucking matter!”

      “Actually it does.” Sarah’s voice was calming compared to Chloe’s. “Linl and humans, yea we’re similar, but not the same. Our brain chemistry is different; the way they’ll handle emotional situations will be different from how we would.”

      “I didn’t feel any different.”

      “Think back at everything you’ve done since your mind was in that Linl? Do you honestly think you in your human shell would have made the choices you made? Would you have arrested Fiesei or killed him even though he was no longer a threat?”

      “I’m not having this conversation with you.” Chloe turned and moved directly to the exit of their quarters, frustrated that her sister and boyfriend couldn’t accept her.

      “Wait,” Sarah said, holding Chloe’s shoulder. “Look, it’s been a fucked-up couple of days for all of us. Join me in the mess hall, chef cooked up some nice ribs.”
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* * *

      “Aww yea!” Jazz said as he looked at his plate of mashed potatoes and ribs smothered in a tangy dark brown sauce.

      It was enough to make him forget about the odd glares he, Destiny, Onatiasha, and Zhinbryo got as they were allowed to join the crew of the Winston Churchill in the mess hall. The four sat a table in the far corner, it was the only one that had seats free as it was the one furthest away from the window where Pluto was displayed front and center among the sea of stars.

      Destiny had a similar meal to Jazz’s in front of her while the two Hashmedai in front piled up their plates with ribs only, their bodies wouldn’t take potatoes very well. Few words were spoken for the first few minutes as they all ate, it was all good for Jazz, it gave him the silence needed to listen in on what the other UNE personnel were saying about them, none of it good.

      Fuck it, Jazz thought for the food, real food that is, was absolutely amazing. “So they let you out?” Jazz said to Onatiasha as she finished tearing the meat to shreds with her fangs.

      “Under supervision,” Onatiasha said, gesturing toward the armed marines standing watch at the main entrance.

      “Word, same treatment Destiny and I are getting.” Jazz pointed at two other marines on the opposite end of the mess, they were also armed and eyed him and Destiny.

      Onatiasha smiled and said. “I provided the captain of this ship with all the intel we have on the Celestial Order. And kindly reminded him that more of his crew would be dead if it weren’t for us.”

      “Likewise, we told them everything,” Jazz said. “Even got Eupiar to help them out with some computer problems they’ve been having.”

      The downtime gave the four a chance to continue and update each other on what they were up to during their time apart. Onatiasha’s story about the raid on Hasiv’s manor got Jazz thinking.

      “Shape shifters,” he said. “Makes sense now.”

      “Does it?”

      “No not really. But homeboy I got in cryo, plus the story Chloe talked about running into someone else that looked like her means I’m not crazy. That motherfucker I killed was a shape shifter.”

      Two off duty marines sat at the table the four had taken over, both of them heckled as they sat with their meals. Jazz recognized one of them as the marine he fought on top of Earth Cube. The name ‘Miles’ was printed on his uniform while the flag of Canada was on the back of it. The second marine, rather attractive and fit woman had the name ‘Petropoulos’ on hers along with the flag of Greece.

      Too bad Miles had sat next to Destiny.

      “Well, well, well if it isn’t mister ‘I don’t have the balls to assassinate the president,’” Miles said to Jazz.

      “Oh look, it’s a habs fan,” Jazz said.

      “Are we seriously sitting with the Hashmedai and HLF terrorists?” Petropoulos asked her superior.

      “No other chairs ‘vailable,” Miles said. “It’s ribs night what da ye expect?”

      “I expected to be not sitting with riffraff,” Petropoulos said, giving Jazz a smug grin.

      “You sound like my ex when I first met her,” Jazz said to her. “And I went balls deep with her on the first date.”

      “Sorry, I don’t know how to fuck guys.”

      “Well girl, you gonna learn today!”

      “Jazz switch seats with me,” Destiny said.

      “What’s up?”

      Destiny looked at Miles and gave Jazz her reply. “I need a reason to not stab this asshole.”

      “Feisty one eh?” Miles said to her.

      “Aren’t you the marine that ordered EVE to attack us in Vancouver?”

      “Aye that was me.”

      Jazz quickly stood to carry out Destiny’s request having realized that her husband was dead because of the order Miles gave during their battle in Vancouver. Talking shit was one thing, an all-out fight was going to jeopardize the alliance he and Chloe managed to broker with the Silver Raven’s crew.

      “You sad ‘cause your friends died?” Miles said.

      “One of them was my husband.”

      Jazz tried to get them to change the subject by shouting “Okay so—”

      “Stay right there,” Miles said to Destiny. “Rina West, notorious commander of the HLF. The weapons and armor you use were looted from dead UNE soldiers you killed. You want me to feel sorry for yer arse because my order led to the death of ya man?” Destiny stood, not to change seats, but in preparation for a fight. Miles acknowledged her and did the same. Everyone in the mess shifted their focus toward the two as their voices got loud. “What about all the blood on yer hands?”

      “It was war!”

      “What war? You folks used violence rather than diplomacy to get what you wanted! Your husband was a casualty of war, get over it. Just like how I got over meh daddies death when the Hashmedai killed 'em and much of my family.”

      “There a problem?” It was Chloe. She stood next to their table with her sister, both of them were holding a tray of food, and looking to take a seat at the last two remaining chairs.

      Jazz was glad she arrived, her authority helped put both Destiny and Miles in their place and ended conflict, for now. It was now Jazz’s turn to ensure it didn’t flare back up. “Naw, we were just getting ready to leave,” he said. “Yo can I get a doggie bag for this grub?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Vaish’s sedated body along with the Aryile corpse from the Silver Raven’s cryo chamber was wheeled into the lab. Chloe eyed Vaish's body and her mind-blowing exact looks. It was hard to imagine all that time she was once in control of Vaish’s body, a Linl, while the rest of the world knew nothing of it. Especially Chris, the crazy sex they had, physically was with this woman not her. Chris was cheating and neither of them had known any better!

      Eupiar entered behind as the two stretchers were placed in by Avearan and EVE. The teenaged Hashmedai human hybrid sat at a nearby table with her laptop, ignoring everything else around her as Avearan looked at the body of the Aryile.

      “Well that’s disgusting.” Avearan said as she ran her medial scanner up and down Aryile’s body. The results of the scan appeared in a hologram above it.

      “Well?” Chloe asked her after the scanning finished.

      “Just like the other,” Avearan said. “Aryile DNA spliced with genes from an unknown source.”

      “According to Jazz this guy was a shape shifter too.”

      “Fascinating,” EVE said, while her android eyes looked at the holographic display. “We will have to preserve this cadaver for future study.”

      “What can you tell me about her?” Chloe said, cocking her index finger to Vaish. “Why does she look like me?”

      Avearan performed a scan of her body and the results populated the holographic window. The flashing red lights that indicated the discovery of the unknown genes found in the Aryile did not appear on the scans done on Vaish.

      “I don’t see anything unusual,” Avearan reported. “She is Linl a hundred percent, no spliced genes and therefore not a shape shifter.”

      “Still doesn’t explain why she looks like me, this can't just be coincidence.”

      EVE chimed in. “Please Keep in mind Major, Radiance has access to advanced genetic enchantments via their hatcheries. It is possible her parents sequenced her genes so that she would look exactly like you.”

      Chloe winced at the thought. “That’s fucked up.”

      “And highly improbable, for it would require her parents to know exactly how you looked during her conception. Given the fact that swap of your memories happened after your arrival at the Alpha Centauri system, she would have had to have been born years before the invasion,” EVE said.

      “That and she’s an exile, she would have been born the natural way.” Chloe said. “Put her back in cryo for now, the only way we’re going to get our answers is to find the data crystal with her memories.”

      “You will be happy to know it was discovered in the halls of the habitat ring of the John F. Kennedy shortly after the UNE regained control of it,” EVE said.

      “Finally some good news, where is it now?”

      “Unknown,” EVE said with her hands behind her back. “UNE network connectivity is currently offline due to the Hashmedai malware that was infected us. Once connection to the network has been restored I can run a search through the UNE network and find out what became of it. It was most likely however sent to EISS headquarters for further analysis and decryption.”

      “And that’s why I brought you up here,” Chloe said to Eupiar. “EVE give the kid access to everything you got on that malware, she’ll assist you in dealing with it.”

      “I’m helping UNE now?” Eupiar asked as she slowly tilted her head away from her laptop’s holographic screen. “What’s the galaxy come to?”

      “We had a deal remember? Silver Raven people help us, and we don’t keep you locked up.”

      EVE walked over to Eupiar and lifted her arm. A tiny cable ejected from a hidden compartment on her arm, it allowed the android to plug into the laptop and start a data transfer. The two began to speak to each other about the malware; it was a whole lot of technobabble Chloe couldn’t make head or tails of as Avearan took both Vaish's body and the Aryile and placed them inside a cryopod attached to the wall.

      “I’ll let you two do your thing,” Chloe said as she moved toward the exit. “No funny stuff, kid.”

      “I’ve already gained access to life support systems,” Eupiar said. Chloe stopped instantly and faced Eupiar with an angry look. “Relax, I’m just fucking with you.”

      “Like I said, no funny stuff of any kind understood?”

      Eupiar kept her face glued to her laptop, as she replied to Chloe with her middle finger.

      Chloe returned the gesture as well as she exited the labs. Fuck you too, she thought. And good luck.
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* * *

      Nice, very nice. Eupiar thought as she analyzed the code of the malware. But there are flaws, flaws I’m going to exploit. Should have gotten me to program this shit.

      Eupiar’s fingers typed quickly as she began to lay down the ground work on making a program that would purge the malware the ship’s system, EVE, as well as a fix that would prevent such threats from taking control of the ship again. She was bored forty-five minutes into her work, a break was needed, something fun, something exciting and adrenaline pumping, what could that be.

      As she sat in her chair, it had dawned upon her, she had access to not just any ship, but a UNE battleship. Hacking into one of these was damn near impossible during her time in the HLF, but there she was plugged into its network, the hard part was already taken care of. EVE had long turned her back on her as she returned to analyzing the Aryile that was brought aboard. EVE was also still partially infected by the malware, and from what Eupiar gathered couldn’t track her movements throughout the Winston Churchill’s internal network. Let’s have a look-see, Eupiar thought as she cracked her fingers.

      Eupiar stated to shift through various files and reports, boring stuff. There must have been something here worth the effort. A few recently saved files caught her attention, uploaded by an EDF solider named Sarah Vaughan. The file contained information taken from a secret testing base on Titan in regard to human psionic power and secret lab that was discovered in LA set up by the Celestial Order.

      
        
        
        Download selected file(s) Y/N?

        Download in progress.

      

        

      

      Yoink.

      [image: ]
* * *

      So fucking tired. Chloe stumbled back into her quarters, Sarah wasn’t there. Most likely in the lounge she figured. She rested her tired body on her bunk. It felt like ages since her or anyone else for that matter slept on it. Sleeping aboard the Silver Raven didn’t work out well for her, she figured it was due to the lack of gravity combined with the fact it was a Hashmedai made vessel. She shut her eyes to rest, she couldn’t have been bothered to change that would have to happen in the morning when she woke up.

      Her eyes opened two hours later. She was unaware of it however.
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* * *

      Vaishea awoke inside a room she didn’t recognize. The layout and design was one she never saw, and there was gravity, this was not the Silver Raven. Another planet perhaps? She got up from where she was resting, a bunk bed of some sort. The wall, floors around her, the make of it was . . . strange almost alien.

      She left the room she was in and entered a hallway. There were several doors all around, all shaped like the one she just left, some sort of residential area perhaps maybe a hotel. She mulled around the hallways hoping to run into Jazz or the others, as none of them left her a note or an indication where they went. Various uniformed people nodded and referred to her as Major. Most of them spoke English and had human writing on their uniforms, which narrowed down where she was. The Silver Raven must have made it to the human home world and everyone around her thought she was Chloe. She’d have to play the part or risk being exposed.

      An observation window off to the side revealed that she wasn’t on a planet, but in space. There were signs the section of the ship she was on was rotating as the stars and the dwarf planet in the distance were moving. The movement of the rings must be generating the artificial gravity. In that case they didn’t make it to the human home world, but rather one of their ships. Either way Jazz had to be found, she became increasingly worried about him as none of these humans looked like him or Destiny.

      She needed answers and directions, two things that weren’t going to show up just like that. She had to seek them out. She had to make people think she was Major Vaughan at the same time, acted how the Major would around her own kind. A male human stood in the halls reading information off a data pad that used holograms rather than a touch screen to display its information, Vaishea approached him.

      “Good to have you back, Major,” the uniformed human male said.

      “Ah yes,” Vaishea said, in an attempt to sound like Chloe.

      “What was it like being stuck aboard a Hashmedai ship like the Silver Raven?”

      “Confusing,” she said. “Where is it?”

      “The Silver Raven?”

      “Yes.”

      “On the flight deck. Don’t you remember?”

      “Ah, of course,” she nodded to him, “thank you.”

      Vaishea proceeded further into the halls, she didn’t bother to ask how to get to the flight deck, she couldn’t, someone like the Major should know that. She ventured through the halls falling back to her knowledge of the inside Radiance cruisers. Since Radiance helped humans build their ships she hoped that the interiors were the same.

      They weren’t.

      Vaishea ended up walking in circles encountering the same halls repeatedly. Doors she thought would be an elevator turned out to be doors leading into other sections. The damage done to the ship didn’t help, as several sections were blocked off, there were several signs that a battle took place days ago.

      After fifteen more minutes of aimless walking she found the elevator, or at least something that looked like one. Someone from behind called out her name, she spun and saw a dark skinned human male, it wasn’t Jazz however. The name ‘Boyd’ was written on his uniform.

      “Hey,” Boyd said to her as he approached.

      “Mmm?”

      “Are you okay?”

      “I feel great.”

      “Stroll throughout the habitat ring eh?”

      “Yeah uh, I felt the need to take walk.”

      “You know there’s the treadmill in the gym, right?”

      “Oh, yeah. Of course I forgot I’ll do that later.”

      The elevator doors opened and she got on. She refrained from referring to him by his name, unsure if he was a superior or a lower ranked person. Smile and nod will have to do; people on the Abyssal Explorer were fine with that should be fine here.

      She saw the floors from the rotating ring move away as the elevator lowered. All what she could see afterward was space and the central section of the ship as the elevator got closer to it. She felt her hair start to float along with the rest of her body, the gravity was gone, a much more familiar feeling when one was on a section of a ship that wasn’t the bridge.

      The elevator stopped and its sliding doors slithered open. She was confused, everything and everyone was upside down as she exited. Why would humans operate in this manner when there is no gravity? She kicked off the side of the elevator and entered the corridor before her. It took her some time and several odd stares to realize she was the one upside down, not the humans. She’d have to remember that the next time she travels back up to the ring, flip your body around before it arrives and the ceiling of the elevator becomes the floor when the gravity kicks in.

      She sighed upon realizing the size of this section of the ship, and that she’d probably be lost again as she aimlessly wandered around trying to find the location of the flight deck.

      Human ships make no sense at all, she thought as she finally arrived at the flight deck. The Silver Raven was inside, parked next to several human transport ships. Humans like Hashmedai used fighter ships in combat, she had hoped to see what the human equivalent looked like inside the flight deck but saw nothing. Perhaps they’re out on patrol, she thought as she approached a group of human soldiers standing watch next to the Silver Raven while others, wearing bright orange jumpsuits made repairs to its exterior.

      “Jazz is inside, correct?” she asked them.

      “Johnson? Yes ma’am he is.”

      He called me ma’am, so Chloe must be of a high rank, good I can use this. Before she could say anything else the doors to the Silver Raven dropped open. Jazz stood with a worried look on his face.

      “I’ll take it from here,” she said to the soldiers and entered while the doors rose then shut. She took a deep breath in relief, never in her life would she be thankful and feel safe aboard a Hashmedai ship.

      “You gotta be Vaishea,” Jazz said to her. “‘cause Vaughan sure as fuck wouldn’t swing by for a visit.”

      Then there was Jazz, the real reason why she felt safe. She quickly gave him a hug, one she wasn’t ready to release him from just as their two embracing bodies floated. “Yep, Vaishea,” he said. “What is going on?”

      Their embrace ended as he led her up to the upper decks of the ship. “When the Major goes to sleep, I come out,” she said.

      “And when you go to sleep she comes back.”

      She saw two Hashmedai hover in the lounge, a female guardian, and a male warrior. They both looked at her, but did nothing, thankfully. Just like the female assassin that piloted the Silver Raven, these two Hashmedai didn’t move to attack as she expected. Jazz began to introduce the two Hashmedai to her, Onatiasha and Zhinbryo. She learnt their story and how they became friends with Jazz, to Vaishea’s surprise Onatiasha spoke English very well.

      “So why are you here?” Jazz asked her as the story exchange died down.

      “I don’t belong up there, felt out of place, lost.”

      “You know from their point of view you’re still Chloe, right? They don’t know about this other side of you.”

      “I know. All the more reason to stay here, hidden away.”

      “We can’t keep doing this, they’ll find out.”

      “Then what do we do? Every time she sleeps I awaken.”

      “Come with me,” Jazz said as he led her back down to the lower decks and into the cryostasis chamber. A small handheld kit floated next to a recently opened cryo tube, he grabbed and offered it to her. “These are the sedatives we used to keep Vaish out cold. If you going to sleep wakes up Chloe, then you should hit yourself up with one of these.”

      “So I just keep making myself sleep?”

      “Until we get this sorted out,” he said. “Every time you come out will put your existence at risk.”

      Jazz handed her the kit as she reached out to grab it out of his hands. She looked at it and its cylindrical devices within, and wondered how long would it be before they could talk, listen to Earth music. There was so much more about human culture she wanted to learn. Worst part was, they were officially no closer to finding a solution that would allow her to live freely. She reached out and hugged him once again, he returned her embrace, unlike the last.

      As their bodies pulled away, direct eye contact was made. It felt as though time had stopped as she couldn’t hear the humming of the ship’s air vents. Her eyes shut and she leaned forward and directed her lips to kiss him. If he rejected it, so be it however, she wanted to experience this for a while. The warmth of his body, his strong hands as they held onto her waist as the two floated. He didn’t pull away he clearly enjoyed it for what it was worth.

      Their lip dancing session ended as he said. “Um so.”

      “Something to remember me by, in case I don’t wake up from this.”

      “You will, I’ll figure this out.”

      Jazz’s determination to break the rules, work in secret to keep her memories alive, it made her knees weak and her body vulnerable as they held each other once again and kissed. Their second session was much more passionate and physical. A discreet corner in the back of the chamber provided the prefect cover should someone unexpectedly walked in as they stripped each other naked. She felt him slide inside her as her hands pressed against the back of his bald head and pushed forward for another kiss, an open-mouthed one.
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* * *

      Veloshira woke up from her nap within the Silver Raven’s cockpit. She quickly ran a systems check of the status of the ship and the repairs the humans were making to it. She wasn’t sure why they had such a change in heart, Jazz lately gave her strange or vague answers to her questions. Given the recent events, she was almost certain he was keeping information from her for some reason.

      A sight Veloshira wasn’t expecting appeared next to the exit of the flight deck of the human battleship. Chris Boyd. She remembered his face, there’s no way an assassin like her would forget one of her outstanding kill orders. He was aboard this ship, and he probably wasn’t aware of it. You won’t escape this time; she thought as she kicked herself away from her chair and suited up in her trench coat armor, secured her dual plasma daggers and plasma rifle. There was just one thing missing.

      Her fist rapidly banged on the door leading to Jazz’s room, her partner and apprentice assassin. He opened the door, wearing nothing but his underpants, there was a wet floating towel in the back of his room, probably bathing himself. Not an issue other than the fact he had done so hours ago. What did you do recently that would warrant another washing of your body?

      “Ugh what’s up?” he asked her in the Hashmedai tongue.

      “The human Chris Boyd is here.”

      “Oh fuck.”

      “Get ready, we need to dispatch our final target.”

      “Okay I don’t know how to explain this.”

      Another reason, another excuse. She was sick of his excuses, his reasons for doing things a different way. When the two worked out of the Morutrin system he was never like this. They got their target from the Assassins’ Guild, hunted them down, killed them and moved on to the next. No excuses, no extra plans, no detours. He did what he needed to do. Something changed about him, and she began to regret not going through with her threat when they were operating on Earth. Failure in this mission meant her family would be executed.

      “You don’t need to I get it,” she said, pushing him back inside his room. Destiny, Onatiasha and Zhinbryo didn’t need to be awakened for what she was going to scream next. “You don’t want to go through with this, you never did! You’d rather see my son and mate lose their heads!”

      “No one is going to lose their heads.”

      “Then let’s kill him together.”

      “We have a truce with the UNE,” he grunted. “We can’t go tearing up their ship over this.”

      She hissed as she turned away, ready to carry out the mission without him. He firmly and aggressively grabbed onto her shoulder and tried to pull her back. “I can’t let you do this!”

      Her quick reflexes took over and she knocked his hand away from her. Her claws deployed from her fingers and she began a relentless assault, clawing, and punching him like the feral beast Hashmedai evolved from. She had protection, he had none, it was a one-sided fight she easily won via a head butt that caught him off guard. It was a massive one that should have knocked both of them out, the medical systems and painkillers in her gear quickly kicked in. Veloshira remained active, as Jazz’s weightless half naked body bounced off the walls.

      Veloshira activated her cloaking device, rendering her body translucent in a distortion field neither of the two human soldiers noticed as she exited the Silver Raven, in pursuit of Chris Boyd, killer of Prince Akeia.

      Or so she was told.
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      Silver Raven docked aboard ESV Winston Churchill, Pluto orbit, Sol system

      Dazed, confused, throbbing pain, there was never a dull moment for Jazz.

      It took him several seconds to piece together who had won the struggle between him and Veloshira. Though all he really needed to do was feel the gash on his head. Chloe was next to him, no wait it was Vaishea. Chloe wouldn’t have given a damn about his current state. That and Vaishea had taken control of her body, she was in the common area of the Silver Raven washing up during his confrontation with Veloshira.

      Jazz started to control his breathing, PTSD rage was incoming and he didn’t want Vaishea to get in the crossfire of it.

      “What happened to you?” she asked him as he finally came to.

      “Veloshira, ah shit!”

      “Is she okay?”

      “Probably not if the UNE aboard finds her,” he said as he proceeded toward the exit to his room. “There’s a price on the head of one of the crew of this ship, she’s going after him. We got to stop her before they take it out on us.”

      Jazz started a quick but futile search throughout the Silver Raven for Veloshira. There were no signs she was aboard and the cargo bay doors were open, she had left and he had no idea how long ago. Jazz returned to the upper deck and pulled himself toward the cockpit with the aid of the handle bars along the walls.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he grunted to himself as he started to realize the severity of his new predicament. The alliance between the Silver Raven and the Winston Churchill was coming to an end, unless he acted.

      His assassins attire floated around in the cockpit, black armored trench coat with a built-in cloaking device. He held onto, it had been a while since he wore it. And the last time he did wear it in combat, him and Veloshira were partners, now she was the target, a target that had the same advantages and more.

      He began to suit up. Boyd’s life was in danger as was the alliance. The best course of action was to silently deal with this problem without Xavier or the rest of the crew knowing about it. This needed to be handled like past assassinations jobs, quickly and silently. With Boyd alive and no ruckus caused, no one should doubt the choice to allow the Silver Raven to remain where it was.

      Destiny, Onatiasha, Zhinbryo, none of them could assist him. Everybody searching the Winston Churchill for Veloshira would just raise suspicions. He had to do it alone, the stealth provided by his cloaking device would allow him to slip past the guards and crew of the ship much like what Veloshira was doing.

      Veloshira was a Hashmedai; she was naturally quicker than a human would hope to be. Height and raw strength meant nothing if your opponent can get behind you and push a dagger into the back of your head in seconds. Jazz acquired the last of his gear, his plasma katana and foldable plasma rifle as he gave Vaishea the quick rundown of his suicide mission.

      “The layout of human ships is strange,” she said to him. “If I got lost she probably has as well.”

      Vaishea made a good point; he himself wasn’t familiar with the layout of the Winston Churchill. He’d need help with the task, at least one person that wouldn’t draw too much attention. Someone that knew the layout of the ship, someone that would provide him backup as he was uncertain he could walk away from this alive.

      “Vaishea,” Jazz said, with an uneasy feeling. “You still got those sedatives, right?”

      She held them up. “Yes but, now?”

      “I need Chloe’s help. She’s the only person in the UNE I can trust with this fiasco. She knows the layout of the ship and has experience tracking and fighting assassins.”

      “If I sleep now, she’ll wake up. She’ll want to know why she’s in here.”

      “Yeah, I know. Good chance she might figure it out, the opposite of what we want.” Vaishea looked scared upon hearing Jazz’s words. He felt terrible for asking her to do this but. “What other choice do we have? There’s no time to guide you back into her quarters, then make the swap, Boyd could be dead. Then we’re all fucked. This alliance would be over. We can’t fight the order while stuck in the brig. We need to tackle this shit five minutes ago.”

      She pulled one of the tubes out from the kit and looked at it for a solid ten seconds reluctantly. “You promised me,” she said to him.

      “The other alternative is I go alone, I might stop her, and she might kill me. Hashmedai are faster than us humans.”

      “I’m trusting you here,” she said, seconds before injecting herself.

      “We got a good thing going. I won’t let anything happen to you, regardless.”

      The chemicals inside the tube were injected in her body. Almost instantly her body became limp, lifeless, and floated. Jazz waited for Chloe to retake control of her body as he realized the ironic turn of effects. In some way he had feelings for Chloe, just not the real Chloe, the fake one being Vaishea. A fake woman he’d do anything and everything in his power to make real.

      As he waited for her to wake up, if she woke up, Jazz opened up a secure comm link with Eupiar. “What’s up?” Eupiar’s voice transmitted to his earpiece communicator.

      “Going to need those bad ass computer skills of yours.”

      “What would you like today?”

      “Monitor the cameras aboard the Winston Churchill, Veloshira is on the loose, trying to tag one of the crew, Chris Boyd.”

      “Okay.” Eupiar’s voice was one of uncertainty. Jazz’s revelation no doubt got her a bit worried.
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* * *

      Chloe’s face started to animate with life. She groaned having realized that once again she did not get a full night’s rest. She felt, different and cold, there was no gravity holding her body down. She thought for sure she retired in her quarters on the habitat ring. Her eyes opened, she was in the cockpit of the Silver Raven. Jazz hovered in front of her, he was dressed to kill, literately as he wore his full assassins garb and was heavily armed.

      “What the hell . . .” she said, frowning.

      “Vaughan listen to me,” Jazz said.

      “Why am I here?”

      “No time to explain, Boyd’s life is in danger.”

      Shit! “I swear Johnson, if this is a joke—”

      “I ain’t fucking around. Look long story short, Veloshira and I were ordered to kill him and the president. As you know I backed away from both jobs, Veloshira hasn’t.”

      Just for once I’d like things to go according to plan without some random curve ball thrown in. “She’s out searching for him then?”

      “In stealth, roaming around.”

      A Hashmedai assassin on the loose targeting her boyfriend and fellow EDF member, this was a problem that needed to be contained at once. Chloe spun her body around and began to proceed to the lower deck to exit the Silver Raven. “I’ll contact the bridge—”

      “No!” Jazz shouted to her as he kicked himself forward to keep up with her. “We need to keep this between us. Think of what they’ll do to us? You saw all that shit back on Rasi, we’re not the bad guys here.”

      She spun around to face him; her arms were crossed as she shot him a ‘seriously” glare with her winced face. “Think about what you said there and the grilling you got from the captain.”

      “Okay, we are the bad guys,” Jazz corrected himself, “but the Celestial Order is the bigger badder guys that need to be stopped!”

      “We’ll she’s just one person,” Chloe said. “With your gear and my skills, we should be able to take her out without causing a major stir.”

      “That’s what I’m sayin’ yo. So let’s do this.”
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Pluto orbit, Sol system

      The two of them departed the Silver Raven. Jazz was cloaked and remained at her side as they made their way out of the flight deck and into the main hallways of the central fuselage of the Winston Churchill. Chloe acted like her regular self, and tried to play things off like she had official business aboard the Silver Raven. Nobody asked any questions, she outranked them anyways.

      There wasn’t much talking between the two as it would have blown Jazz’s cover that he was in stealth, or worse, make Chloe look like she was losing her mind as she spoke with something that people couldn’t see. There were no reports of fighting anywhere on the ship which was a good sign, however none of the crew recalled where Chris had run off to.

      A nearby wall mounted intercom allowed her to contact him. He replied seconds later, another good sign, he’s still alive. “Hey, where you at?” Chloe asked Chris.

      “I should be asking you that,” he transmitted back via the intercom. “What were you doing on the Silver Raven?”

      “Wish I could tell you.”

      “Well the captain called for me to join him in a meeting with the marines in regard to the rescue operation on Rasi.”

      “Why was I not informed?”

      “You were, you never replied, then again we all knew you needed some much-needed shut eye. This was before you went to the Silver Raven.”

      Went to the Silver Raven? I didn’t do that, I crashed in my quarters. Was I sleepwalking? No that’s one hell of a sleepwalk if that was the case.

      She ended the communication and made her way to the nearest elevator, she kept the doors open long enough to see the distortion field surrounding Jazz’s body enter with her. The bridge was selected as the elevator’s destination, the sliding doors shut, still badly charred from the fighting no long ago.

      Jazz decloaked as they were alone together and were able to speak freely. “Did you catch that?” she asked him.

      “Most of it, Veloshira ain’t gonna attack him if he’s around too many people. She’ll wait until the meeting is over and plan from there.”

      “What about those mines you two use?”

      “Doubtful, the zero-g will fuck with the calibration; it’s still experimental tech to the Hashmedai and hasn’t been perfected, which is why we usually stick with the stasis mine, it’s the only one that was tested a lot. But if she were to run into him in the habitat ring . . .”

      “They’ll be in play.”

      Chloe signaled for Jazz to return to his cloaked state as the elevator arrived at its destination. Chloe made her way into the briefing room, inside she saw Captain Xavier, Jacob Miles and Chris gathered around the briefing room’s table and a hologram projecting images of the intel she and the Silver Raven’s crew provided.

      “Major. Didn’t think you’d be awake,” Xavier said to her.

      “Having trouble sleeping, sir,” Chloe said as she moved to join them, Jazz did the same in his translucent state and kept low to avoid being detected.

      “Let’s get down to business, shall we?” Xavier said. All parties present nodded, and Xavier reached up and interacted with the hologram. It shifted into a projection of a map of the edge of the Sol system. The Winston Churchill was present at Pluto, while the location of the wormhole in the Kuiper belt was seen at the far end. “According to the intel Major Vaughan and the Silver Raven’s crew provided, there’s a wormhole, five days away in the Kuiper belt. It should be able to take anyone passing through into the oceans of Rasi.”

      “Space directly into the ocean?” Miles asked Chloe.

      “When we opened it the water around the event horizon started to freeze because of the temperatures of space. If it’s still open there’s probably a thick layer of ice blocking it.”

      “Nothing a demo team can’t handle. The waters though?” Miles said, “our transports ain’t subs.”

      “We were able to travel through the waters with the aid of the Silver Raven’s shields. If a ship that size could do it, our transports should as well. We’ll just need to modify the shields energy output.”

      “I’ll get chief Weerasinghe on that right away,” Xavier said.

      Miles faced Xavier, puzzled by the captain’s eagerness in regarding the matter. “Right away, sir?”

      “We’re the only UNE ship this far out in the system,” Xavier said. “I plan on rejoining the fleet, now more than ever since that kid made a breakthrough. That malware wouldn’t be a problem for long. It’s a five-day trip to the wormhole from here and a twelve-hour trip back to the fleet. It doesn’t make sense to travel that far, only to send out a team later to cross that distance.”

      “Fair enough,” Chloe said. “Those people were in rough shape too when were last there, almost a week ago now.”

      “No matter what, they will have to wait five days,” Xavier said. “The longer we put this off, the longer they suffer. We need to get those people home now.”

      “What about contamination, Major?” Miles asked. “Didn’t your report say that place was under lockdown?”

      “From what we gathered the virus only spreads via direct contact, and infects its target quickly,” Chloe said. “With that said, I’m fine. The Silver Raven’s team is fine as well as the refugees we saw. Though it wouldn’t hurt to screen them after you retrieve them just in case.”

      “Very well then, Sergeant Miles, I’ll let you come up with the specifics for the rescue plan.”

      “Aye sir.”

      “Wait.” Chloe said. “I was there, I know how to get to them, shouldn’t myself and EDF be on the mission?”

      “In a perfect world, yes, Major,” Xavier said to her. “But as it stands we have lots of marines throughout Sol to help with the war effort, we only have one EDF team, a team that’s down two members. I’d rather you guys stay and support us here, while the marines handle this.”

      “I’ll be sure to carefully watch what your helmet recorded on Rasi,” Miles said. “Five-day trip anyway, what else we gonna do to pass the time eh?”

      “Take everything ye need for this operation,” Xavier said. “You guys will be alone and under fire from the wraith and Celestial Order forces.”

      Additional tidbits were discussed before Xavier dismissed them from the meeting. All the marines aboard were to get ready and head out in modified transports sans the assistance from EDF, something Chloe disagreed with even after the meeting was over. She exited the briefing room and made sure to keep near Chris and hoped Jazz was doing the same. Veloshira could strike at any moment as they moved toward the elevator.

      Chloe, Chris, and assassins, now that she thought about it, this wasn’t the first time the empire had done this. On their last days on Lejorania Sanctum, they were attacked and pursed by an assassin. They barely escaped then and a lot of people died during the fray, she hoped things wouldn’t play out the same here.

      “You okay?” Chris asked her as they boarded the elevator. “You haven’t been yourself since coming back.”

      “That seems to happen with me a lot lately.”

      “You looked pretty dizzy when we talked on the habitat ring.”

      “I haven’t talked with you since we were in your quarters.”

      “No, we did speak again,” Chris said. “You went down to the Silver Raven afterward.”

      She said nothing more as the elevator returned them to the main central section of the Winston Churchill. They exited and traveled through the corridors to the aft section of the ship, the location of the elevators that would take them up to the habitat ring. He insisted they sit, eat, and drink in the rec. room. Great now he’s ready to talk when his life is in danger. Men!

      She gave the habitat ring elevator doors an uneasy look as he summoned them. Chris being in a gravity environment would give Veloshira the advantage. And the fact she hasn’t attacked yet meant she could be waiting for them up on the habitat ring. Chloe discretely reached behind to see if she could feel Jazz, she had forgotten to make sure he was keeping up with the two as they made their way there. She felt nothing but air. She moved her hand again, and felt his body. They boarded the elevator and ensured that her body was placed between Jazz and Chris. There were three people jammed into the elevator after all, the impression that two were there still needed to be maintained.

      “What were you doing there?” Chris said finally.

      “I don’t know,” Chloe said as the two somersaulted, in preparation for the habitat ring’s gravity to shift, she hoped Jazz would clue in as to why they did this.

      “Sleepwalking isn’t your thing,” Chris said. “They must have done something to you while you were out there, you should check in with the infirmary.”

      “Already been there after coming aboard, I’m fine.”

      Only, Chloe knew that wasn’t true, something was up, as if she was not fully in control of her body. The last time that happened, Vaishea had complete control of it and had no idea what was going on.
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* * *

      Eupiar rarely left the Winston Churchill’s lab, why would she? Tasty snacks and drinks were brought to her whenever she requested it. She tossed an empty chocolate bar wrapper over her shoulder, it landed next to a pile of empty energy drink cans as she continued to work on her laptop. Every sleepless hour that passed allowed her to make more and more progress into removing the Hashmedai malware out from the Winston Churchill’s computers as well as code a patch that would remove it from other ships that might have been infected.

      She might have been done too if it wasn’t for Jazz’s request of tracing Veloshira. With EVE still infected, Eupiar used her laptop to hack into the security equipment aboard the Winston Churchill and began the complex task of multitasking. One window had lines of code she was working on, while another showed security cam footage from all over the ship all in thermal scan mode, scanning for Veloshira’s heat signature.

      A camera located on the habitat ring spotted it. Veloshira made it up to the habitat ring and was wandering around without direction searching for her target. “Gotcha!” Eupiar shouted.

      She forgot she wasn’t alone; EVE was in the corner studying the body of the shape shifting Aryile. The android spun around and approached Eupiar, intrigued as to her outburst. “What do you got?” EVE said.

      “Oh err.” Eupiar hit alt-tab, hiding the window that displayed the hacked camera footage as it brought her programming display front and center. “I got progress, is all.”

      EVE looked at her screen. “Your progress is incomplete; in fact you have only added ten lines of code from when I last saw.”

      Eupiar needed to speak with Jazz and let him know that they were walking into an ambush. But with EVE standing over her shoulder, that wasn’t going to happen. EVE needed to get back to her duties on the other side of the lab. Think, think, gotta get this tin can woman out of here! Eupiar pulled out her holo phone and showed it to EVE. “So what does it take to get a phone signal out here? Barnard’s Star was one thing, but I’m back in Sol now, shouldn’t it work?”

      EVE’s gaze looked away from her laptop and toward Eupiar’s phone. Her sleight of hand quickly reached back and tapped a string of keys on her keyboard as the android was distracted. She didn’t need to look at the screen to know what she was doing. She had the keystrokes memorized to gain access to what she needed to do.

      “Holo phones are only able to receive a signal should they be close to a transmission tower,” EVE said. “The closest tower to us is currently is on Titan. And according to my recent scans, it was damaged during the Hashmedai’s assault on the moon.”

      “Shucks!”

      The cryopods that held the Aryile shape shifter and Vaish started to activate. EVE’s attention was once again shifted this time toward the pods. She walked over and carefully examined the situation.

      “Puzzling, why would they activate?” EVE said.

      “I don’t know, why would they?” Eupiar released an innocent chuckle as she returned to her laptop without the android looking at her.

      The pods activating was of course her handiwork. And as long as the malware corrupted EVE’s systems, she’d be unable to read the incident report that an unauthorized user gained access and remotely activated the pods. EVE began to work on returning the pods back into their desired state, while Eupiar alt-tab once again and the window showing the footage from the cameras tracking Veloshira appeared.

      She double-checked to ensure the android was out of hearing range as she transmitted to Jazz. “Habitat ring, near the gym, watch it.”
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* * *

      Jazz heard Eupiar’s message loud and clear. But there was no way for him to speak with Chloe without blowing his cover. He’d have to go at it alone and hope that Chloe clued in. He gave her a gentle tap on her shoulders then moved like a ninja through the corridors of the habitat as Eupiar whispered and communicated to him vague directions on how to get to the gym.

      She too needed to not tip off the android watching her.
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* * *

      Jazz was gone.

      That part Chloe could tell, the question was where and why?

      Her senses were heightened as she and Chris walked through the corridors. Had Chloe been armed with her equipment, she might have been able to breathe easier, but that too wasn’t an option unless they were to draw unwanted attention to the fiasco at hand. She looked backward a few times and saw nothing, at least nothing her eyes saw as unusual. To her left was the gym, it was empty by the looks but she wasn’t taking any chances. She kept her eyes on the entrance to it as they walked past, half expecting Veloshira’s translucent body to storm out to make the kill.

      She heard exercise equipment inside the gym get knocked over and tossed about like someone was going on a rampage. It was enough racket to get the two to stop and turn back to see what the hell was going on. The gym was empty after all, how could all that noise just start up like that?

      Don’t be stupid, it’s them! She thought as she stopped to peek inside.

      Treadmills were pushed over, barbells scattered across the floor all in front of the wide windows peering out into space. Chris unexpectedly ran right in to investigate further, it put Chloe on edge. Fuck, fuck, fuck! She should have stood in front of him and prevent him from going ahead, now he’s going to lose his head unless she acted quickly.

      She ran him to catch up with him. Equipment was still being hurled about although only Chloe and Chris were inside. The doors leading back out into the main corridor’s shut and locked. We walked into an ambush, fuck! she thought as she ran back to the door controls. They wouldn’t budge, and her unlock override codes didn’t do much to help. She spun around to check on Chris, he wasn’t moving, his body became numb as he triggered a cloaked stasis mine. Chloe took one step toward him with worry and concern and stayed there as she tripped a second stasis mine. Both EDF soldiers were frozen in time as a blue shimmering aura gripped their bodies in a tableau.

      Veloshira as expected decloaked, her twin plasma daggers glowed brightly with its greenish rue. Her orange eyes locked into the back of Chris while she hissed like an angry viper. She plunged one of her daggers toward Chris; it was deflected by the glowing blade of Jazz’s katana. Veloshira hissed again, this time at Jazz as he held his weapon before him placing himself between Chris and Veloshira.

      Jazz and Veloshira, apprentice and master, they ended their sizing up and stare down and lunged their weapons at each other. Clang, clang, clang, the sound of plasma daggers being parried against a plasma katana. Wiff, wiff, wiff, Jazz’s blade failing to connect with his opponent, an opponent that moved at speeds no human could achieve. She was in front of them, then behind, then to the side then behind then somersaulting over him. Jazz had to run and dodge as her hands rapidly threw her blades at him. Both of them sunk into the floor and melted the surface around it with its intense heat.

      Jazz dodged again, this time to avoid being vaporized by Veloshira’s plasma rifle as it explored with a burst of green energy. She didn’t aim her rifle toward Chris, his head needed to be brought back to the empress, not the ashes from his vaporized body. Veloshira kept on firing at Jazz, putting him on the defensive as she crept toward her daggers still stuck in the floor.

      If she gets to those it’s over, Chloe thought.

      Then it hit her.

      She thought, she’s in a form of temporal stasis she shouldn’t be able to process thoughts. Yet there she was, witnessing Jazz and Veloshira go at it. And there was nothing she could do until the stasis effect wore off. From the intel that was gathered the last time they encountered them, it’s duration was random.

      Jazz and Veloshira’s battle raged on, she was winning as her foot tripped Jazz to the floor. She climbed on top of him, then reached over to grab one of her daggers and held it to his throat. The two exchanged some heated words in the Hashmedai language. Memories that weren’t Chloe’s started to trickle into her mind. Those memories turned into emotions, fear, sorrow it was as if someone else was inside Chloe and that someone had a strong emotional attachment to Jazz.

      Vaishea. These were her thoughts and memories. She wasn’t out of Chloe’s head, and the two of them must have been sharing the same body the whole time. It would explain the sleepwalking, and possibly the lack of sleep.

      Jazz’s hands gripped onto Veloshira’s fist that was wrapped around one of her daggers. She was pushing down while he was trying to push her fist back up. Hashmedai speed versus human strength, the speed was winning as she jerked her hand from side to side to throw him off. Jazz was possibly facing his end again. He walked away from a lot of stuff, but a severed head from a plasma dagger wasn’t one of them.

      He’s not going to make it, it was Vaishea’s thoughts. She was able to see what Chloe was able to see, must be the stasis field, it would explain why Chloe was able to remain aware, Vaishea was still in her head, and it must have triggered a strange side effect.

      Chloe could sense Vaishea’s feelings. She was falling in love with Jazz and apparently the two of them were fucking not long ago. Great, well at least I’m finally getting some. Or should that be we? She’d have to keep this secret from Chris.

      She wanted Chloe to save him. But how? She was stuck in the stasis net and was unsure she could get to her side arm fast enough; even then with the close proximity she could hit Jazz. Vaishea reminded Chloe of the sedatives, the ones that were in her pocket, the ones they had used to keep Vaish out. How did they get there? No matter, it could do the trick, leap, and jab Veloshira with it no friendly fire innocents would take place. Chloe waited for the stasis field to end. Jazz and Chris’ lives rested in her hands provided Jazz can keep Veloshira at bay.

      Chloe felt her body able to move again, the blue aura around her sights dissipated, she was free. She quickly grabbed onto one of the sedatives stored in her pocket, charged, and tackled Veloshira. She didn’t care if her dagger hit her, she didn’t care what Veloshira would counter with. Chris had to live as far as her thoughts were concerned. Jazz had to live as far as Vaishea’s thoughts were concerned.

      Veloshira became limp as they fell over, Chloe managed to inject her, it wasn’t a full dose however. But it was enough to slow the Hashmedai down and weaken her movements. Chloe grabbed a hold the device again and forced the rest of it to enter Veloshira’s body. She passed out seconds later as her limp arms flailed about trying to claw at Chloe’s face.

      It was over and as long as nobody heard the commotion go on they’d go about their day. The damage to the gym was another story; then again much of the ship was still blackened by the battle, who could tell the difference?

      Chloe stood as she wiped away sweat from her forehead and said. “That was a little more insane than I had hoped.”

      Jazz did the same and stood above Veloshira and tapped his communicator. “Eupiar, if that was you with the doors, thanks.”

      “Hey!” Chloe showed Jazz the sedative pack. He had some explaining to do, and lots of it. “I recall we left those in the cryo chamber of the Silver Raven, why do I have them now?”

      She knew the answer, or at least had a pretty good idea. What she wanted to know was his side of the story. And how many times had Vaishea allowed him to get into her pants.

      “Help me get her back to the Silver Raven.” was all Jazz had to say. “Discreetly.”

      “Discreetly?” She pointed at Chris. Wait, he’s still in stasis, he didn’t witness any of this. As Chloe thought that, Jazz cloaked Veloshira’s body and his own and dragged her back down to the Silver Raven.

      Chloe stayed behind and waited for Chris to revive, then she weaved a long story of bullshit regarding what happened in the gym. Chris had no idea that two assassins nearly fought to the death in front of him or that Eupiar had access to the Winston Churchill’s systems and cameras. The footage from the rumble would never see the light of day.
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* * *

      Silver Raven docked aboard ESV Winston Churchill, Pluto orbit, Sol system

      Chloe let herself back on the Silver Raven, both armed guards standing were oblivious that a cloaked Jazz carrying Veloshira’s cloaked body was following behind her. He had the doors shut and they all made their way top side into the lounge. The two of them decloaked as Jazz used a long string of rope and tied Veloshira up to chair magnetized to the floor. He wasn’t going to take any chances once she awoke.

      Afterward Jazz called for Onatiasha and Zhinbryo to join them in the lounge. An extra level of insurance Chloe figured. Jazz, Chloe, Hashmedai guardian and warrior, Veloshira wasn’t going anywhere should she break free from her restraints.

      “Okay my part of the bargain is done,” Chloe said to him as she tossed the pack of sedatives his way. It tumbled and flipped as it neared him. “Now explain, Johnson, you obviously know more than what you’re letting on.” Jazz grunted, having never taken his eyes off Veloshira. “Vaishea is still in my head, I figured that part out.”

      That got his attention, he faced Chloe and grimaced. “Did ya now?”

      “Who do you think told me about the sedatives on me?”

      “Seems you got a split personality now.”

      Like Dr. Lynn and Avearan, she thought. No those two just had their minds swapped; I’m just a two in one deal by the sounds of things. “How long did you know about this Johnson?”

      “Since you started having problems sleeping.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      He mumbled as his gaze looked away from her. “You know damn well why.”

      Chloe nodded, having remembered the fight Jazz put up when he learned that removing Vaishea from her body meant her memories would be wiped out, thus killing her persona.

      “And no I didn’t plan this if that is what you’re thinking,” Jazz said, “it just happened. Probably a side effect since you’re human and all this mind swapping tech wasn’t designed for use with humans.”

      “So what do we do with her?” Chloe said, gesturing toward Veloshira. “She going to be a problem?”

      “We’ll deal with her,” he said. “If there’s going to be a future issue, you’ll be the first to know.”

      “Don’t fuck this up, Johnson.”

      “You gotta promise me the same. If you got a sense of Vaishea’s mind, then you probably know how important she is to me.”

      You have no idea how important you are to her. “For what it’s worth, the tech that can fix my head exists in the hands of The Whisper,” Chloe said, to reassure him, as she knew now of the pact Jazz and Vaishea made without her knowledge. “Not much can be done out here, besides the war is more important right now. With that said, if she disrupts my duties.”

      “She comes out when you sleep and vice versa,” he said. “Hence the sedatives.”

      “Guess I’m going to need to stay awake longer too.” Caffeine, stim packs, the works, the longer Chloe stayed awake, the longer she could remain in control of her body and not have to hope Vaishea would hold up her end of the bargain. “Fucking eh, now I’m a stim pack junkie.”
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* * *

      An hour passed, or was it two? Jazz couldn’t remember. Chloe had left to return to the Winston Churchill. Jazz, Onatiasha, and Zhinbryo hung around in the lounge chatting and catching up. It helped take his mind off the fact that once again he felt like a failure as he promised Vaishea to keep this under wraps. Now Chloe knew and was probably planning to inject all sorts of chems into her body to keep her mind normal.

      There was subtle movement in Veloshira. She was waking up from her forced nap. Chitchat was put on hold as the three got closer to Veloshira. Her eyes opened as beads of sweat lifted off her head, probably because of the heat in the lounge. Onatiasha and Zhinbryo retreated back and forth to the cockpit to cool off, Veloshira however, well Jazz kinda forgot about her. He went to fetch a bottle of ice cold water for her.

      “Jazz,” Veloshira said, groaning as she looked at her bindings.

      “It’s for your own good I’m sorry,” Jazz said.

      Veloshira raged and tried to break free, but only for a short while, her water starved body didn’t have much energy left. Jazz pushed the bottle toward her mouth. A straw popped out and squirted shiny clear orbs of water into her mouth. Veloshira’s head cocked back in bliss then looked at both Onatiasha and Zhinbryo.

      “You two support him as well I see,” she said to them.

      “We owe a lot to Jazz,” Onatiasha said.

      “And I owe a lot to them,” Jazz said. He sighed as his face tilted toward the ceiling. It was nigh time he just confessed everything. There was no point in him holding things back. “Fuck it, no more secrets. If we’re gonna do this we all need to be on the same page, or we all go down.”

      “Secrets . . .” Veloshira laughed. “I knew you were hiding something from me.”

      “Have you heard about the Celestial Order?” Jazz asked her.

      “I’ve, seen the name on the knowledge network news feeds, and imperial state news.”

      “They were responsible for the killing of Prince Akeia, not the human you were asked to kill.”

      Another laugh toward Jazz roared from Veloshira’s mouth. “Why should I believe you?”

      “Because we were on Earth at the time,” Onatiasha said. “We fought order members and encountered Hashmedai serving them. The whole conflict with the humans was set up by the order for their plans.” Veloshira said nothing, she merely looked at Onatiasha, probably wondering if she was lying or telling the truth. “Don’t believe? That’s fine, as I have proof,” she said as she retrieved a memory recording device from her pocket. “Review these memories when you have time.”

      Veloshira looked back at Jazz and said “The President?”

      “I didn’t bump her off, sorry I lied about that too. But at the time it was necessary, you weren’t giving me many options.”

      “I hope you realize what this will do to my family.”

      “Torval is working for the order,” Onatiasha said. “If exposed he’ll face execution, all outstanding Assassin Guild orders will become null and void, your current task of slaying the President and Boyd will not be required and there shouldn’t be any orders against your family.”

      “They’ll be spared,” Zhinbryo said, the voice of reason. If Veloshira wasn’t going to listen to any of them, perhaps those words will get through to her. “Get rid of Torval and your family lives.”

      “All the more reason to help us defeat the order once and for all,” Jazz said.

      “I’ll still need more proof,” Veloshira said to Jazz.

      “After everything we’ve been through? Including the shit on Rasi?”

      “All I saw was Radiance attacking us, our sworn enemy,” Veloshira said, then asked. “So when are you going to untie me?”

      She smiled at Jazz, he grinned back and said. “We have an alliance with the UNE. We can’t have you fucking it up.”

      “I think we can trust her now,” Onatiasha said.

      “Why is that?”

      Veloshira maintained her smile as she lifted her arms up, she managed to break out of the ropes Jazz had tied her up with.

      Jazz’s heart started to race, if she was loose they might just have another battle on their hands, one he wasn’t expecting. “Christ!” Jazz yelled in English.

      “I just noticed myself,” Onatiasha said. “If she was going to kill us, she could have.”

      “Well fuck,” he said. “Why did you ask then?”

      “I just wanted to know where you stood, Jazz,” Veloshira said. “Can I trust you like before?”

      “Yes, you can, Veloshira. We’ll get your family out of this mess and get your life back to normal. Once this is over I’ll retire as well so you don’t have to stress out about my ass messing up your career.”

      “You forget, nobody leaves the guild, let alone any other assigned Hashmedai career.”

      “Good thing I’m human. I’m sure they’ll be more than happy to see my human ass peace the fuck out.”

      “Another Hashmedai joins the fight,” Onatiasha said to Veloshira. “Welcome to the team.”

      Veloshira untied the ropes around her legs then pushed up from the table. “Just tell me who needs to die.”
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Pluto orbit, Sol system

      Avearan may have had control of the body of a human woman still developing psionic powers, but she knew trouble forming in space when her mind touched it. Her ESP felt something wrong, very wrong.

      There was a fleet of ships, three Hashmedai command ships and a large dreadnought. They were on the move and used the cover of some of the gas giants to mask their presence. They were heading to the inner worlds of the system. The human commanders of this ship must know. She dropped what she was doing in the infirmary and made her way to the bridge, she had doubts she could convince them via the intercom, they had to look at her face and see how sincere she was.

      Regardless, she had to support the humans as the empire would view her as one and have her slain. Then there was the madness happening with her body, her real body. Hannah and the order still had it along with Ella’s mind under their control. Radiance wasn’t going to care to help her and neither would the empire as she was a runaway, humans however. Help them enough with the war and perhaps they’d return the favor.

      She burst onto the bridge and caused the human crew to look away from their stations and at her. “Can I help you?” Xavier asked.

      “No, but I can help you,” Avearan said. “The Hashmedai fleet is on the move all ships are en route to the inner planets.”

      “We’re a long a way from there and Uranus, how did your ESP get that far?”

      “There was a massive surge in psionic energy, you don’t need the cybernetic augmentations to detect that. It wasn’t at Uranus, it was much further in the system. They are moving a hundred percent.”

      “Damn,” Xavier said. “What’s the status of the malware?”

      Commander Cassandra Benally checked a small projection next to the central hologram. “Eupiar is making progress but she isn’t finished, the network is still down,” she said. “We can’t talk to anyone and we have no way of knowing if the rest of the UNE knows of this threat.”

      “Thanks to the Radiance withdrawal, Avearan is the only shipboard psionic in the fleet,” Xavier said.

      Avearan chuckled at his comment. “I wouldn’t consider myself that.”

      “You are now,” Xavier said, cocking his finger toward Michei’s old psionic workstation. “Get to yer post.”

      Avearan looked at the dormant station, having realized she just was drafted into becoming a shipboard psionic for the crew. Ironically shipboard psionic was a forced career path she ran away from in the empire.

      “Have the marines left yet?” Xavier asked.

      “Miles and his team are boarding their transports now,” Benally said.

      “Helm, set a course to Mars after the marines depart.”

      “Aye sir,” Chavez said.

      “Notify the crew to get what rest they can,” Xavier said as he smiled at the sight of Avearan starting to familiarize herself with Michei’s psionic post. “We’ll be entering the storm soon.”
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* * *

      “Hey, Des you awake?”

      Eupiar waited for Destiny’s voice to reply via her earpiece communicator. The computer window before Eupiar displayed files, many of them encrypted from the Winston Churchill’s database. Her time inside restricted areas of the ship was coming to an end soon as she finished removing the malware. It was last call for unauthorized downloads.

      “I am now,” Destiny’s tired voice transmitted.

      “Finally,” Eupiar said as she cracked her knuckles. “I’m still in the Winston Churchill’s database, anything you want before I lose my snooping rights?”

      “HLF is done, I don’t give a fuck.”

      “Suit yourself, lots of juicy files here.”

      “Wait. There is one thing if it’s not too much trouble.”

      “Shoot.”

      “A marine, Jacob Miles. Download everything you can find about him.”

      Your wish is my command, Eupiar thought as her fingers typed away. Photos, bios medical records, service records, personal addresses, mission reports. Everything and anything relating to Jacob Miles appeared in her search and was downloaded.
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      Western Norgoth desert settlement, Oyuri, Barnard’s Star system

      The corpse of Karklosea’s captured Celestial Order fighter fell to the floor head first. Her method of psionic interrogation was intense as every single organ in his body eventually liquefied. He was a stubborn prisoner, one that refused to give up the location of the rest of his brothers and sisters of his cult. Day after day, she pressed on trying to squeeze every bit of intel out of him as her telekinetic powers squeezed onto his organs, crushing them.

      Before his death he revealed what she needed to know, well some of it. The order had full control of the Pelican, this part she knew. What she didn’t know was that one of the Radiance ships in the system had an order member recently transferred to them for an undisclosed reason. She hoped the captain of that ship was able to realize an enemy had secretly boarded. Otherwise time was running out as the threat they had lurking aboard spread like the hidden threat that had been hiding on the Abyssal Explorer.

      Karklosea left the makeshift interrogation room and walked toward the central promenade of the settlement where survivors of the Explorer and her Whisper contacts staying at the settlement stood, waiting for an update from her.

      “Give me a map of the system,” he said as she got near them.

      One ranger used a small holo transmitter built into the wrist of his combat armor, it projected exactly what she requested along with the estimated locations of all ships in the system. She studied the map for several seconds then asked. “How soon can everyone be ready to enter combat?”

      “Uh, well, I got to think about that one.”

      “We don’t have much time from what I gathered,” Karklosea said. “You’re aware of the outbreak on Rasi correct?”

      “Small snippets from the knowledge network before news stopped coming.”

      “It’s here on Oyuri as well, the settlements near the eternal eclipse have fallen already.” She pointed to the blue dot representation of Radiance cruisers. “These ships are loyal to the union with the exception of one. We have two tasks as of right now, defense of the settlement in case the wraith moves in toward it, and taking control of the fleet, starting with the cruiser that has a mole aboard, whichever that one is.”

      “That’s quite the demand.”

      “We don’t have time. Can you make it happen or not?”

      “I’ll do what I can, but keep in mind we don’t have many transports here and those ships only swing by to resupply and I’d imagine the order influenced ones are going to stay clear of here.”

      “Just get your strongest ready to join my team,” Karklosea said. “Once we have control of the fleet I can send down additional rangers from those ships to reinforce this settlement.”

      Straightforward and to the point, there was no time to debate. Karklosea was the Captain regardless. They could squawk and debate once all the other captains were on the same level as they were, as she wouldn’t be the one calling the shots. Her priority was to get all Radiance forces unified and fighting the order, not being pulled by its strings.

      Transports from Karklosea’s recently captured supply depots in the region landed outside of the settlement. They all took in Karklosea’s newly recruited militia armed with whatever weapons and protection they were able to get their hands on thanks to the Whisper. Karklosea’s transport consisted of crew from the Abyssal Explorer, five rangers and two pilots. Their transport was to lead the way so as to not draw too much attention as they entered space.

      Her transport was to board the Abyssal Liberator first. It seemed like the most likely target to her as it broke away from the ships it was patrolling the system with. At first, she thought it was to group up with the few ships still in orbit around Rasi. But upon closer inspection of the system map, it remained alone and had been for some time. If it was indeed under order control a foothold was to be established as the rest her forces were to follow and join her as she tried to get a hold of all the remaining ship’s captains. Of course Karklosea was making the plan up as things went along, in reality she had no idea what kind of resistance they’d face or if the union loyal crew would believe her.

      Karklosea’s transport began to rise as it blew sand away during its take off and accelerated toward the heavens, past the orbiting debris field that was once the Abyssal Explorer.
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* * *

      Abyssal Pelican, Oyuri orbit, Barnard’s Star system

      Jainuzei strode into his quarters. Alisha was asleep on his bed. Part of him wanted to let her rest as she was put through a lot recently. But news he had to share couldn’t wait, not with what was going on in the galaxy. He gently rocked her body, forcing her to wake up.

      “Couldn’t this wait,” Alisha’s tired voice said then yawned. “For another hour?”

      “I am afraid not,” Jainuzei said. “You daughter Hannah awaits you.”

      “Hannah?”

      She rose, trying to keep the covers of the bed on sweat drenched body, she was in the nude, understandable given the warm temperatures of the ship. Jainuzei pointed toward the window, the desert planet of Oyuri was just outside of it.

      “I had the crew make us return.”

      She lay back down and used the blankets to cover the glowing smile on her face. “Give me ten minutes,” she said from behind them.

      The two boarded a transport after Alisha got ready. Repairs were still underway as the crew worked to deal with the damage caused by the Silver Raven during its escape as their transport propelled out and away from the Pelican. Gravity loss was instant as the transport adjusted its course to race toward the eternal eclipse of Oyuri.

      Jainuzei was worried at what Alisha’s response would be it in regard to the many wraith that swarmed the area and the outposts nearby, it was after all Hannah’s request. To the Celestial Order it was a sign of progress, but to a woman like Alisha, a woman who still had much to learn of the ultimate goals of the order, it could be viewed as insanity. But Hannah was the great seer, if she wished for Alisha to come down and visit, they had to make it happen, for they were all grateful that Hannah and her dreams led them to this moment, the start of a new beginning where the galaxy would be pure perfection in the eyes of the gods.

      The massive Lyonria structure was still floating in darkened and eclipsed skies. Alisha looked out the cockpit window as they approached and the planet’s gravity took a hold of their bodies. Jainuzei joined her and said. “This is all the will of the gods.”

      “I can imagine,” she said, pointing at the structure. “I don’t see anything keeping that thing afloat. And you said none of your psionics are down here, right?”

      “That is correct,” Jainuzei said. “A structure that massive, flying without technology or psionics. Only gods could achieve such a might. Hannah is their gift to us all.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Karklosea’s transport, leaving Oyuri orbit, Barnard’s Star system

      Karklosea regretted not using her ESP prior to launching.

      Had she done so she would have detected the Abyssal Pelican in orbit and the single transport that launched from it seconds ago. “The Pelican is here,” Karklosea said as they started to clear the debris of the Explorer.

      “Did they detect us?” said the pilot.

      “My ESP touched them, I’m sure the excessive amount of psionics will have as well.”

      “As far as they are concerned we’re just a supply transport anyways.”

      It wasn’t good enough for her, the Pelican was hunting them and all it took was one shot from their main guns to end their trip. What worried her was that if all the minds on the Pelican deep scanned their transport long enough, there was a small chance they might sense her aboard. Coming along might have put the mission at risk. Yet she was also their best chance at winning, being the powerful psionic she was.

      Clearing the field couldn’t come soon enough as they’d be safe to enter sub light. As long as the Pelican remained on the other side of Oyuri not in pursuit they were good. “Sub light as soon as we’re clear,” Karklosea said.
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* * *

      Lyonria structure, Oyuri, Barnard’s Star system

      Jainuzei and Alisha’s transporter landed on a massive patio like pad on the side of the structure. The two exited without the need of environment suits, a barrier covered the entire structure providing life support and protection from the harsh environment of Oyuri. The temperatures were a bit chilly for Jainuzei however. Twenty-three degrees according to his armor, it forced him to up the temperatures in his armor to keep him warm as they travelled through the ancient alien structure.

      Every room, teleportation alcove, and hallway was fully powered. Both Jainuzei and Alisha got the chance to take in the splendid visuals as they walked through its pristine and polished floors. All signs of the combat Chloe and her friends caused were removed; even the stray bullet holes seemingly repaired themselves.

      The two arrived inside the box-shaped room where the oval shaped wormhole gate remained deactivated. A female Hashmedai psionic stood in the corner, motionless as if she were a statue. The wraith that surrounded Hannah did the same, their loyalty to her was impressive, and it didn’t frighten Alisha at all especially when she stood next to one, and was compelled to touch it in a soothing manner. The wraith did nothing but shut its eyes and enjoyed Alisha’s touch.

      A group of wraith sidestepped away from Hannah, unveiling her presence to Alisha at last. The two made eye contact, tears of happiness fell from Alisha’s eyes as she ran over to her daughter and embraced her.

      “Mommy!” Hannah said.

      “Hannah! You’re alive, I thought I lost you,” Alisha looked at her daughter still overjoyed at the moment. “You’ve become such a beautiful woman.”

      “Look at everything I’ve done!” Hannah said, gesturing toward the wraith and wormhole. “It’s not perfect, but they’ve helped me achieve this. This is why I was born; they choose me for this moment. I’m going to make the galaxy better mom, no more conflicts, wars . . . rebellions. We’ll be united; they will reward us with knowledge and happiness. Isn’t that a great thing?”

      “It is dear, it is.”

      “But Radiance, UNE, and the Empire, they don’t want that. They want war, they want control.”

      “We’ve seen firsthand what the empire did to Earth.”

      “And you know more about the old-world Earth! Greed, corrupt governments, corporations bending the rules to suit their bottom line. That all still exists in the UNE! And I need not speak of Radiance and how they’ve tried to silence the Celestial Order. These things and more I’m going to change. Are you proud of me?”

      “I’m happy to see you happy, dear,” Alisha said wiping her face dry. “A world . . . no a galaxy we can all live in without fear. If you can create this, then do it.”

      Jainuzei stepped forward and bowed toward Hannah. “May the gods light shine upon you, Hannah.”

      Hannah looked back at Jainuzei with an intense frown on her face.
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* * *

      Abyssal Pelican, Oyuri orbit, Barnard’s Star system

      Alisha retreated back to Jainuzei’s quarters which were slowly becoming her new home at that point. Happy didn’t begin to describe how she felt, Hannah existed, she wasn’t a little girl anymore however, but she could get used to that. There was nothing wrong with a daughter that was closer to your age. The things we can do and discover once this is over, she thought. A galaxy free from evil, free to explore and discover all while worshiping the gods with Jainuzei.

      It was no coincidence that she found herself in this system. The gods planned it to happen. The gods wanted Alisha to ensure Hannah succeeded. And what better way to motivate a woman by reuniting her with her long-lost mother? And to think, everything the order did relied on Hannah, Alisha gave birth to her, Alisha indirectly helped the order attain part of its goals, she was playing a role in helping the galaxy get better, and rid it of evil forces like the Hashmedai that don’t follow the one truth path.

      All that needed to be done now was for Hannah to finish her tasks, if the order fell, then Hannah and Jainuzei, they’d all be killed. Anyone that opposed the order was a threat to Hannah and Jainuzei. Alisha was not going to allow any harm to come to her daughter, not after being separated for so long.

      Alisha was awoken by the sound of Jainuzei practicing the next day. She got up from the bed and wrapped her naked body in an Aryile made robe and approached him. To her surprise he was naked as he held a Hashmedai plasma polearm and swung it around. He stopped and looked at her and had no shame that she saw him like this. As she recalled it wasn’t uncommon for Aryile get naked during certain parts of the day to relieve stress or swim.

      She walked over to him and extended her hand out. “May I?” she asked as she eyed his weapon.

      “By all means.” He handed it over to her.

      The weight of the polearm caught her off guard, she nearly dropped it. She used both of her hands and strength to hold it back up, then took on a defense stance with it.

      “In my free time when I was younger I used to train with the naginata,” Alisha said as she began to display her skill with the weapon. “It’s an old human weapon from Japan, and it’s design is similar to this.”

      “Impressive.”

      She lunged and attacked imaginary targets with the weapon to the best of her ability given the weight of it. “It’s been awhile, but I still remember it.”

      Alisha handed the weapon back to Jainuzei and began to teach him what she knew about wielding the naginata. She was blown away how quickly he picked up on it and how amazing his dripping wet naked body looked. She massaged his firm broad shoulders when he took a break, it gave her a chance to feel what his skin and scales felt like.

      Warm. Tough. Strong.

      The perfect warrior, one that would protect Hannah and the Celestial Order to the end if need be.

      She leaned in and kissed the back of his neck, she felt his body react to her. He liked it. She kissed him again; it got him to face her and stare directly into her eyes before their bodies crashed into the couch. Their lips locked passionately as his hands peeled the robe off her body. As her hands went to work stroking and holding onto his built chest, his hands gently spread her legs apart. She waited in anticipation for his hard member to thrust and enter, and when it did she moaned with satisfaction. Aryile men couldn’t climax with a person of another species as she recalled, and from what she experienced with him, he didn’t care. He used his strong body for her pleasure, her repeated climaxes throughout their session was his reward.
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* * *

      Abyssal Liberator, edge of Barnard’s Star system

      Karklosea nodded to her fellow rangers. They returned the gesture.

      Their transport was docked within the hanger bay of the Abyssal Liberator and their cover story was accepted. That story being the Liberator received the wrong supplies from the depot on Oyuri and they were there to correct the problem. They opened the doors and the light from the interior of the bay shined in. Three armed rangers from the crew of the Liberator approached them and requested to see shipping documents and other forms she had little to no interest about.

      “You there, stop!” one of the rangers said aiming his rifle toward Karklosea.

      He recognized her and she could see his eyes through the visor on his helmet. They burned with fury. He viewed Karklosea as a threat. He was loyal to the heretics; the Celestial Order had indeed had a foothold on the ship. Karklosea’s entourage was quick to respond and lifted their rifles up as Karklosea activated her psionic barrier. A fight was all but enviable at this point.

      And she was right.

      Bullets were exchanged, shields were shattered, and psionic plasma balls were conjured and shot around. Karklosea’s team was victorious, but they had only passed the first phase. The rest of the crew was probably alerted by now and those in the corridors beyond the door probably heard the fighting.

      Karklosea sent a telepathic message to one of her psionic militia personnel on Oyuri. It was one word. ‘Help.’ They were going to need it if the ship's crew had been indoctrinated. The hallways beyond played out in a similar manner as small three-person teams of rangers traveled down to follow up on the disappearance of their comrades. Karklosea’s original plan was to conserve her psionic power and avoid jump porting, that plan was no longer viable however. They needed to stay mobile and they needed to hold out long enough for their backup to arrive. The bridge would have been the more obvious place to teleport to, it also would have had three psionics waiting for them.

      Random rooms and corridors, they will have to do for now, she thought as she ported her team about. The rangers sent to deal with them wasted time searching up and down the ship for them. From time to time, Karklosea’s team would appear behind an unlucky group. Blue light typically was the last thing they saw as their bodies were flung down the hallways while bullets shredded them and brought their indoctrinated existence to an end.

      As amusing as their plan was, Karklosea’s mind was growing weaker as the hours went by, and they were still faced with the problem of the Liberator’s weapons. They needed to be taken offline and soon as the convoy of transports loyal to Karklosea were on their final approach. The three shipboard psionics with their minds linked together would overpower Karklosea if she tried to merge her mind with the ship’s computers so taking control of it was not an option. A massive shipwide power outage was however.

      Karklosea rematerialized inside the Liberator’s engine room with her team, they hovered above the startled staff in the zero-g room. She hoped it was the last teleportation she’d have to perform as the next one would hinder her combat and defense abilities. The massive cylindrical reactor shimmered and emitted azure light until she started to increase the temperatures around its cooling systems. She had to remain still and focus, her eyes shut and her thoughts focused purely on anything that could disturb the cooling of the reactors. She heard magnetic rifles fire back and forth, order loyal rangers appeared and her rangers took to her defense. The reactors began to overheat quickly, the computers did their job and shut down the reactor, power within the ship was cut. Just in time as her ESP revealed that the transports had just entered weapons range.

      She opened her eyes to the darkness that consumed the engine room along with the rest of the ship and retired to a far corner to give her mind a chance to rest and regain her strength, the final push was near. The rest of her transports boarded during her rest, some latched onto the airlocks and forced their way though, while others entered via the hanger bay as more rangers and Abyssal Explorer personnel pushed their way into the Liberator. Lights flicked back on as the reactor began to cool down and operate normally.

      “Report?” she asked as her team detained the last engineer loyal to the order.

      “The bridge is what remains but they’ve barricaded themselves in.”

      “Have all combat teams standby next to all elevators,” she said. “When the time comes I want everyone storm in and take control, don’t stop until we’ve won.”

      “Yes ma’am,” the ranger said as he passed on her orders to everyone else.

      Karklosea ordered four rangers to accompany her as she began to teleport them aboard the bridge. She was glad she took the quick rest as she saw the team of three psionics on the bridge remain at their posts. None of them had left during their incursion so none of them had used much of their powers outside of normal shipboard operation. It will be a decisive battle, Karklosea thought. One that she’d have to figure out how to survive later, as she needed to disable the lockdown on the elevators—

      Wait, she thought as she glared at the lead shipboard psionic. Javnis female, one she worked with before. Dargonea.

      Karklosea’s rangers began their attack as she flicked rapidly charged plasma balls toward the jump porting psionic trio. With their concentration broken the lockdown was lifted. One of Karklosea’s rangers confirmed it as he ran toward the elevator and reported it was moving, her backup from the rest of the ship was en route. Survival and victory were next up on the do to list.

      Gravity went offline seconds later as the psionic team was focused on combat. Dargonea was the strongest of the group as her attacks were quickly shot toward Karklosea. Computers erupted with sparks and burning parts as the two fought with their minds.

      “I heard about Stolanei,” Dargonea telepathically said to her. “Looks like you’re doing as good of a job taking this ship as you were saving him.”

      A jump port placed Karklosea in front of the forward windshield, she saw rest of her team enter the bridge. The entire bridge crew was dead, killed in the cross fire as their floating bodies bumped into the walls and ceilings. The two remaining psionics unleashed their vengeful fury against the rangers, they were now the only threat. Karklosea wondered if her team was up to the task.

      “All these years and you sided with the heretics!” Karklosea’s telepathic mind said back.

      “They offered me something you refused to offer me! A chance to prove myself, you knew I was a better choice as your apprentice.”

      Dargonea was indeed skilled as she lobbed more plasma toward her and random shots toward aimed at the rangers. Dargonea needed to be removed from the battlefield, it was the only way to give her team a fighting chance against the two psionics, none of which were focused on Karklosea. Dargonea’s thoughts were clear, she hated Karklosea and she wanted the encounter to be a one on one bout.

      A blue streak of light carried Karklosea’s graceful body out into space as her barrier was used to keep her alive from the vacuum that surrounded her. If vengeance was on Dargonea’s mind she would leave the bridge to come after her. And she did, the two feuding psionics continued their exchange before the star filled void of the Milky Way. Plasma balls, jump porting, this was a battle to not vaporize your opponent, but to shatter their shields and let space do the rest.

      “I had to choose between the two of you,” Karklosea telepathically said. “I chose him, you were going to be next after he was finished.”

      “Lies! You know I’m a descendant of a Muodiry, Radiance always hated our kind!” Karklosea pivoted her head to the side, as a large purple orb zoomed past her. “The order however, they respected my ethnicity and took me in, they saw potential where you saw something that went against your false teachings of the gods!” Dargonea reached behind her and gripped a hold of an object that was strapped to her back. “It’s probably why this reacted to me.”

      She recognized the staff and its glowing orb. “Dalhakei’s staff,” Karklosea thought in shock.

      Dargonea held the staff with both hands, and Karklosea sensed intense psionic power radiate from it, more than she had ever sensed before and more than maybe anybody had. Dalhakei had that staff for years, surely a psionic by now would have noticed its ability to generate psionic energy like that, she thought.

      “Only those who are worthy can force it to activate,” Dargonea telepathically said as she continued her assault. “And temper minds, forcing them to see the one true path. I won’t give you that honor, you will die here, and your minions that survive will join us. I will be the next Patriarch.”

      Dargonea’s cybernetic implants glowed almost in sync with the orb on the staff. Dargonea however wasn’t attacking and there was probably a reason for that. Karklosea found out why. Dargonea’s barrier increased in strength it was almost as if the staff was making her shield stronger.

      Karklosea activated the cylinder-shaped implants on her back, they spread apart like a bird spreading its wings as they provided her with a temporary boost to her skills and cybernetics. Larger sized plasma balls that would normally require several seconds of pure focus were created and hurled instantly toward Dargonea. It wasn’t enough. Dargonea’s barrier took the hit, rather it absorbed it if her ESP scans were correct. Dargonea managed to convert all energy from Karklosea’s attacks into psionic power for her to use.

      Dargonea wasn’t going to get weak any time soon, she was growing stronger, leeching Karklosea’s spent psionic energy. “You can’t win Karklosea, the gods will not allow it!”

      Karklosea’s enhanced focus wasn’t going to last very long. Psionic skills weren’t going to work judging by the new stance Dargonea took as she pointed her augmented arm toward, Karklosea. All the psionic energy Karklosea transferred to Dargonea poised to come right back at her. What Karklosea needed was a physical attack. Had there been asteroids nearby she would have used telekinesis to throw them at her. Karklosea looked in the distance behind Dargonea. The Abyssal Liberator was there. She was close enough that she might force a plasma missile out from one of the launchers. A direct hit could do the trick, but the resulting explosion would cover them both, she’d have to jump port away seconds after the blast and not before. She couldn’t risk tipping Dargonea off her sneak attack.

      Karklosea felt her back mounted cybernetics start to lose power; her enhanced focus was seconds away from fading. If she was going to do this, she had to do it now. A single plasma missile shot away from the Abyssal Liberation as she connected her mind to its systems now free of any psionic control.

      Dargonea along with her staff was vaporized in the fiery plasma discharge as the missile stuck. Karklosea couldn’t remember what happened next as her barrier became weakened from the blast and jump port. She felt air and pressure slowly slip out from tiny holes along her barrier as her body drifted and spiraled away.
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      Veromacon, Aervounis, Luminous system

      “Dear sister,” Ienthei said. “We must talk, alone.”

      Queenea held an orange in her hand as they stood the kitchen of their home. She had grown fond of them lately much to Ienthei’s surprise as they always enjoyed and hated the same foods and drinks.

      “We do indeed,” Queenea said, placing the orange on to the counter top. “Iey’liwea wishes to do business with me, my report has caught her attention unlike the rest of the council.”

      “Marchei wishes to see that plan go to Paryo,” he said. “But I wasn’t born yesterday; I suspect something is going on.”

      “Enlighten me.”

      “He believes Iey’liwea plan’s goes against the will of the gods and that you will be dragged along in a mass investigation.”

      “He must think Iey’liwea is a heretic. What does he propose?”

      “You distance yourself from her and formally pray for forgiveness at the great temple.”

      “I’m not backing down.”

      “You shouldn’t. This is exactly what we need. Work in the shadows if possible.”

      “But an appearance at the temple.”

      “Will make us look good in the public eye.”

      “A swift visit and pray, no longer than an hour.”

      “What’s the worst that could happen?”
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* * *

      Veromacon temple, Aervounis, Luminous system

      The great Veromacon temple was built in the same vein as most Radiance temples throughout the union. The main difference with this one was the upkeep of it as its walls glistened with prestige polish. The carpets were red and received regular cleaning and maintenance every two hours provided they were any people inside offering prayers to the gods. It was after all the home of the Patriarch or acting Patriarch.

      The cleaning crews had just departed as the twins entered via its large doors at the front. The brilliant blast of sunlight that was let in highlighted their presence as they walked down the halls, past the shelves holding figures of the gods and ancient texts. The temple was devoid of all activity from what the two were able to see and hear.

      The two knelt in front of a lifelike sculpture of the three gods in preparation to say a prayer but were then interrupted. Footsteps were coming closer to them, someone was here. They both turned away in unison from the sculpture and faced the source of the unexpected guest. An elderly Javnis draped in the white robes of a Patriarch had entered, acting Patriarch Cendarei, was holding a strange staff with a shimmering orb perched up top.

      “Your eminence, I had no idea you were here,” Queenea said to Cendarei.

      “Is that a new staff?” Ienthei asked.

      “Never seen such a design,” Queenea said to her dear brother.

      “No we have not.”

      “Do not let my presence interrupt you my children,” Cendarei said as he walked closer, eying them with the four eyes on his head. “Or was there something I can assist you with. You do seem troubled, as if something isn’t right in your life.”

      The closer Cendarei got the more their heads become attracted to the orb on his staff. It was as if the staff had a mind of its own, and it wanted to show them something, something that not everyone had the chance to see. The sensation died almost instantly as a bullet hole passed through Cendarei’s head, right between his four eyes. Neither of the two flinched at the sight of Iey’liwea as she stood behind the Cendarei’s dead body, with a smoking magnetic pistol gripped in her hands and her tail wagging slowly.

      “Iey’liwea,” Queenea muttered slowly.

      Iey’liwea looked down at Cendarei’s body as it oozed blood all over the newly cleaned carpet. She wore a black coat and matching pants as her visor covered her face and displayed to her financial data she couldn’t bear to look away from, not even when she was in the process of ending someone’s life. She quickly picked up the staff and threw it toward the back entrance she had slipped in from.

      “Why am I not surprised he was going to do that,” Iey’liwea said as the two stood.

      “You killed the acting Patriarch,” Ienthei said.

      The twins didn’t need to say anything to convey the fact they were both thinking of the same thing. They were both considering the possibility that Iey’liwea may have been secretly a member of the Celestial Order.

      “Trust me, it’s better this way,” Iey’liwea said as she looked around to see if there were any other witnesses. They weren’t, only the twins knew of the murder that took place. “He was a member of the Celestial Order, Marchei as well I’m starting to guess.”

      “How can you be so sure?” Queenea asked her.

      “That staff is what the order uses to indoctrinate people into their organization. I saw my ex-wife’s mind slip away when we visited Dalhakei.”

      “This is madness,” Ienthei said.

      High pitched Rabuabin laughter bellowed out from Iey’liwea. “Is it now? Tell me, didn’t you feel you feel overjoyed the closer his staff rather the orb on it got closer to you?” Iey’liwea faced Queenea. “Come now, Queenea, you are a woman of full of knowledge, there is something not normal about that staff. Your scientific mind must want to inquire more about it no?”

      “She is right,” Queenea said. “I did feel something strange, blissful about it,”

      “Then when it was thrown aside, that feeling went with it,” Ienthei said.

      Iey’liwea put her pistol away and began to drag Cendarei’s body away by his limp arms leaving behind a trail of blood still seeping out from his head. “Help me with this will ya?”

      They hesitated at first, helping her would make then an accessory to murder. Then again Iey’liwea was member of the council, how could they say no to the rest of one of the leaders of the union?

      “If what you say is true why didn’t you get indoctrinated along with your former wife?” Ienthei asked as he and his sister helped remove the body.

      “I’m from Morutrin Prime, you see weird stuff, you leave no questions asked,” Iey’liwea said. “Days after the encounter she kept telling me to visit Dalhakei repeatedly. Eventually our marriage ended over it. She took off to serve the order as a ranger I gathered, and left me with the kids!”

      “And you never went to the authorities about this?”

      “With what proof? Dalhakei would have called me a heretic to defend himself, everyone would have believed him.”

      They placed Cendarei’s bloody corpse into a body bag provided by Iey’liwea. They were quick to notice there were three bags. Iey’liwea came to the temple prepared to kill three targets if need be, no doubt they were to be among those three had Cendarei indoctrinated them.

      “And now we’ve killed his acting replacement,” Ienthei said to Iey’liwea. “We look like the heretics now.”

      “Oh please,” Iey’liwea said as she sealed the bag shut via its holograph interface. “You want to be on the council? Then you’re going to have to get used to the life of getting your hands dirty.”

      “Like this? You can’t be serious!”

      “No, not like this, we usually get the Whisper to do that. But they can’t be trusted right now, I however trust myself and now you two.”

      “What do you want?”

      “The way I see it, we’re all going to face imprisonment or execution now. Get me proof that Marchei is working with the order, which will prove this fool is as well. This will make us look like heroes and heroines in the eyes of the union.” Iey’liwea handed the two of them cleaning tools out from the janitor’s closet. “Before we do that, let’s clean out the blood stains on the carpet?”

      Evidence of the acting Patriarch killing was erased as Iey’liwea stored his body inside of her personal transport ship. The three of them were grateful nobody else passed by the temple during their actions. A sign of how times within the union were changing, believing the gods was law, direct worship lately was not. The council would rather see people be productive any way they could be especially in a city like this. If that meant forgoing temple prayers, so be it. Little the council knew they were just making themselves more of an enemy to the heretics with those rules.

      Queenea stood next to the strange staff, and became hesitant of stepping closer to it or gazing at it any longer for that matter.

      “Should be fine,” Iey’liwea said to her over her shoulder. “From what I gather it only responds to the person that owns it.”

      “Biometrics scanner?”

      “Something like that.”

      Queenea stepped closer and felt nothing happen to her mind as the orb on the staff had long became dim. “So it’s technology more than just an elaborate staff.”

      “That’s my guess, how else would it brainwash people so easily?”

      With her fears cast aside, Queenea picked up the staff. It was warm to touch and she felt that there was more to it on the inside.

      “You want to study it, don’t you?” Iey’liwea said. “That’s perfectly fine with me, because I want to let you do that. Crack open its secrets, learn how it works. And where it came from.”

      “How did you know we were coming here?” she asked her.

      “Marchei has people following and stalking me. I have people doing the same, I did the math, threatened some people and found you two here.”

      The three of them left with Cendarei’s staff and climbed aboard Iey’liwea’s personal transport. It was a slick vessel with her personal assistant psionic upfront and a pilot. The rear cabin had soft black leather chairs in which they sat. Nightfall came hours later and Cendarei’s body was tossed in the back of a waste disposal transport as it hauled trash to a disposal plant. The operators of the truck were asked to exit for a surprise inspection as they made the exchange.

      Powerful plasma fires vaporized all trash dumped inside the plant, including the body bag, buried in trash collected from the city. The trio spoke at great length as the night went on, Ienthei saw Iey’liwea become relaxed and lay back as she stared at Queenea’s body with fascination. Their mother had always intended for Queenea to have seductive natural looks, it would seem those genetic enhancements were enough to attract women as well. After a long talk the twins concluded they needed to play the part handed to them, they needed to make the Celestial Order believe that Cendarei was successful in indoctrinating them.

      The next day Queenea played her role exactly as planned, and made it appear as if she and Iey’liwea’s deal fell through. Ienthei reached out to Marchei afterward and weaved a lie stating he’d seen the light and the true path and didn’t know what to do next. His data pad beeped with a text message sent from Marchei hours later. It was an invitation for him to gather at Marchei’s residence.
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* * *

      Marchei’s residence, Veromacon, Aervounis, Luminous system

      Night once again blanked the floating metropolis. Ienthei arrived on time at Marchei’s place, a tall condo on the edge of the downtown core of Veromacon. Ienthei felt like a giant as he entered as most of the people inside were Vorcambreum. The furniture was also designed for their species as they were all twenty or thirty percent smaller than one normally expects. Bookshelves were no higher than three feet and if this had been a suite on the Vorcambreum home world or colony, Ienthei would have had to duck his head lower just to enter. But this was Aervounis and buildings had to be built to union spec favoring Aryile needs heavily.

      There was a lot of consumption of booze and insects from those that were of the Veromacon race. Marchei appeared from a crowd of people socializing, he waved to Ienthei and directed him to the patio that overhung the brightly lit city below.

      Outside he felt the humid air of the planet once again as the winds blew through his blond hair. The two were alone as Ienthei walked closer to Marchei while he took another sip of his drink. “You saw the acting Patriarch, yes?” Marchei asked.

      “Yes, the vision and clarity. I had no idea.”

      “Many do not, this is why we join the order. To spread the truth throughout the galaxy.” he looked up at Ienthei. He was slightly tipsy as Vorcambreum were never known to hold their drinks well. “So, your sister?”

      “She’s seen the light as well,” Ienthei said, then looked back inside his suite. “Family?” he asked him.

      “Some of them, others are associates from my home world. As you know our home world is the furthest way from the rest of the home worlds of the five races. The order’s influence there and the surrounding colonies as a result isn’t a strong. I’m making sure that changes and by doing so, making sure all xenethereal crystals are mined by order loyal people and provided to order loyal companies at a generous discount.”

      “Who else on the council sides with the order?”

      “Ha!” Marchei’s intoxicated voice roared. “Just me, getting those fools to visit the temple or say a prayer for that matter is harder than you think. Even more so since Dalhakei has left for Rasi and Oyuri and might have gone missing due to some complications!” Ienthei took a step back from Marchei’s loud statement. “Hey, not too loud,” he said awkwardly. It puzzled Ienthei as Marchei was the one who was loud, he hadn’t said anything. “We’re trying to keep that covered up right now, I convinced other members on the council to deal with it, this way if the truth is discovered the council will look bad.”

      The drinks were making Marchei reveal probably more than he should to a new member, or was it perhaps he really wanted Ienthei to get in deep with the order? In any case Marchei was in a generous mood. He sat with him at an outdoor table and opened a bottle of Talsyk rum. Ienthei poured two glasses of the opaque brown liquid and offered it to Marchei. After several sips of the fiery drink, Ienthei convinced him to speak more about the staff.

      “It took us a while to acquire a new staff and temper the mind of the acting Patriarch,” Marchei said.

      “Can’t you force everyone to bend to the will of the order with the staff?”

      “One’s mind needs to be in vulnerable state, attacking and forcing it on them won’t work, they’d be too fearful. This is why having religious elders tempered to our cause works great. Most people that visit the temples are lost people looking for guidance from the gods. That’s when we show them the one true path.”

      “You versus the other four, must be a tough job.”

      “We plan to replace the council soon with loyal members as the imperial throne will be replaced with an order loyal one soon. It’s a shame you never got nominated, with your loyalty to our cause we’d only need to get rid of Iey’liwea.”

      “Oh please do tell,” he topped up their glasses, and hoped the drinks wouldn’t affect his judgment as well.

      “Sit my friend!”

      We are sitting; or has he forgotten I’m taller than his species?

      “I may be the only of our kind on the council, but Byikanea and Armuzei; they can be converted or at least bribed to vote for our needs.”

      “With the order controlling the union and the empire.”

      “And the UNE. In fact we’re planning on holding a meeting after the empire lays waste to half of Earth. Humans will be desperate to survive and will need a new home. They’ll reach out and ask to join the union knowing they aren’t strong enough to defend their race on their own. The admiral in command of the imperial fleet is one of our members, he’ll see to it the imperial fleet holds back just enough for humans to survive, then withdraw when they officially join the union.”

      “I see, with the humans in the union they will be under control of the order as well.”

      “That’s only one reason. The other is so we can have enough human test subjects for a project on Rasi. As I said there’s been a setback in that system recently, but I think we can sort it all out when humans are officially part of the union.”

      “Why not just take humans by force then?”

      “Bad blood that’s why. Humans are resourceful. They’ll find out and build a resistance group. Trust me this was a plan we considered at first, until the seer Hannah said not to go with it. Our best course for maximum success is to make them part of the union, make them feel safe in the arms of Radiance while we switch the loyalties of the leadership in the empire and union.”

      “How do Byikanea and Armuzei fit into all this?”

      “Quite the inquiring mind!”

      “If I’m to assist you I need to know what I have to work with,” Ienthei said, sitting back and nearly fell off the chair.

      “I like that,” Marchei said. “I’m going to do everything in my power to get you back. We need you on the council.”

      “Tell me more, I need to know.”

      “Eiri, remember that?”

      “I do, yes.”

      “Those two along with Dienei are planning to acquire large plots of land for themselves; they just need to manipulate the votes to make it happen. They are corrupted and are here only for their personal gains. If that’s the case, we in the order will give them whatever they desire via corporations we control as long as they vote for our needs.”

      Marchei began to laugh, Ienthei couldn’t help but join in as their drinks started to take hold. Several glasses later and Marchei blacked out, leaving his data pad unattended. Perfect, Ienthei thought as his drunken body struggled to stay upright and move toward the data pad. It took him five minutes before he was able to pick it up, another five to stow it away in his bag.

      He needed to get out before Marchei woke up, and before the other patrons at the gathering realized Ienthei wasn’t really a member of the order. Drinking had a strange way of making one reveal the truth whether they wanted to or not. Step by step, he walked back inside and began to the stressful task of not tripping over Vorcambreums in the process.
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* * *

      Veromacon, Aervounis, Luminous system

      Ienthei woke up the next morning. His body was angry, angry at all the booze that he put inside his body the previous night. It punished him with a hangover as he lay on the bed he shared with his sister. She sat at the foot of the bed with Marchei’s data pad in her hands and viewed the incriminating contents within it.

      “This better be worth it,” Queenea said as Ienthei rose from the blankets naked.

      Wait, where are my clothes? He thought, as he had no memory of shedding them, then again, he had no memory of coming home either. “I hope so,” he groaned. “It won’t be long before he realizes what he’s done and I stole the pad.”

      The two viewed the contents together and saw a listing of order members within the union and empire. “A dossier,” she said.

      “An organization such as this will need one to keep track of who is loyal and who isn’t.”

      “The proof that we need.”

      “The information we need, we’ve done it.”

      They stared at Marchei’s profile on the screen of the pad and grinned as they looked at each other. A new plan was in the works. Queenea contacted Iey’liwea with their findings, findings that were quickly doctored by the twins. The new evidence before them would suit their needs perfectly.
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* * *

      The day progressed as chaos gripped the capital. Rangers stormed into the homes and businesses of suspected Celestial Order members going about their regular day. Most incidents ended without violence, though order members within the military did put up a fight. Military outposts throughout Aervounis quickly became the location of a bloody siege.

      Armed rangers kicked in the door to the home of Queenea, Ienthei, Dienei and their mother Marrea. Dienei was enjoying a dip in their pool as eight rifles aimed toward him when he came up for air. Marrea screamed horrified at what was going on, Queenea and Ienthei remained in their room, laughing with joy.

      Everything is coming together.

      Byikanea was arrested as she exited the train station near the council towers while Armuzei’s private yacht was boarded by six rangers with the assistance of a psionic teleportation. Too bad he was in the process of using illegal narcotics at the time of the raid.

      The connection between their arrests? Their plot to control land on Eiri and manipulate voting to make it happen, all which had connections to the order actively as per the twin’s data leak. Byikanea and Armuzei were officially removed from the council pending the investigation. Gonvilei had officially stepped down and retired as the Aryile representative in preparation for the elections. Elections what were put on hold as a result of Dienei’s arrest.

      Two members stood on the council, Iey’liwea and Marchei. As a result an emergency meeting was called in the aftermath as the recent voting to withdraw support from Earth may have been influenced by the order. A revote on the matter was put forward, rather a debate amongst the two, why vote when only two people can cast? Both Iey’liwea and Marchei arrived at the decision to support Earth once again.

      Leadership in the union was crumbling and members of the order were being detained throughout the union, many of them in the military. Radiance was going to need an outside ally; Earth was going to be that ally, provided they could help save it in time from an order influenced imperial navy.

      Later in the afternoon, Marchei grew fearful as he sat in the council delegation chamber alone. The Celestial Order was falling apart slowly and he couldn’t remember where he went wrong. But at the same token he was grateful that after everything that transpired, nobody knew he was a member. Dienei, Armuzei and Byikanea, yes, they were part of his plan, but weren’t officially order members. He should have been the one to get taken away.

      He waited another hour before leaving, half expecting rangers to burst through the elevator doors. The doors swung open at last as unexpected guests came through them, but it wasn’t who he was expecting.

      It was Ienthei and Queenea.

      The both gave him a creepy yet smug smile as they stepped away from the elevator and stood in front of him at his desk.

      “You two,” Marchei said to them. “You must stay low.”

      “It’s you that must stay low,” Queenea said. “The order is coming apart.”

      “This must be all part of the gods plan, there must be something good going to happen as a result,” Marchei said.

      “This was part of our will,” Ienthei said as he handed Marchei his missing data pad. He held it in his tiny hands as anger built up inside him.

      “You! I trusted you!”

      “The drinks you had trusted me, your mind was someplace else,” Ienthei said. “And now we own you.”

      Marchei threw his pad on the floor, shattering the screen into thousands of shards. “I’ll make you pay for this! The others will find out—”

      “We could have let the rest of the union know you were behind this, you could have been among those arrested.”

      “We protected you,” Queenea said.

      “You owe us,” Ienthei said.

      “Betray us, and we’ll reveal the truth.”

      “What do you want?”

      The twins moved closer to Marchei as his face twitched with fear born from the anger that was once in his head. “I want to be back in the leadership race,” Ienthei said.

      “I want you to approve all funding requests to my future business,” Queenea said.

      “We want you to vote in favor of anything Iey’liwea supports, vote in favor of anything that will benefit us.”

      “That’s it.”

      “That’s all.”
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      UNE Black site, Titan, Sol system

      Gavin’s head felt like someone took a drill and placed a six-inch screw into his brain. The rest of his body ached just as bad, like someone like some hammered some metal parts onto his body and arms and ran some small wires through it for good measure. A team of staff from the black site monitored his body from their computer terminals as he rose. He looked at his arms, they were indeed wired with cybernetics similar to the ones Michei had. It felt strange moving them with the added weight that pushed onto them. And to think, this wasn’t even Earth gravity, he began to shudder at the thought of moving his body on Earth.

      He wore nothing but his boxers, which gave him a chance to look at the changes done to his chest. Like his arms, they were wired up with cybernetics of alien origin, he’d have to get used to this look as he couldn’t have the upgrades covered up if wanted his newfound gifts to work correctly. Good thing he worked out a lot, his chest showed it clearly.

      He reached back to touch the area of his head where the incision to implant his psionic chip had been made. His hair was gone, all of it. They had shaved him bald to make the cut into his brain. Fuck they could have told me that first!

      The staff provided him with a cocktail of painkillers as he started to move about. He was eager to get back to his training and see what new powers he had unlocked with his upgrades; however the staff insisted he remained for observation. After all Radiance and Hashmedai psionics that undergo this procedure spent days recovering and adjusting. Then again, he didn’t get the full upgrade package.

      Michei arrived to visit and check up on him, Gavin grinned as the two were almost like twins, donning similar cybernetic upgrades, wearing no top. “Doing well Chambers?”

      “I’m starting to think you were right,” Gavin said.

      “I hope this won’t affect the skills you had prior.”

      “I’ll be fine,” he said then groaned, the painkillers were wearing off. “It’s just the pain, fuck me I need more meds!”

      Gavin raised his right arm and focused as he forced a package of painkillers to levitate in the air then move to hover before his face via telekinesis. The task was a lot easier with the upgrades, he didn’t need to focus as much, and it felt as if he physically picked up the package and held onto it. Only he didn’t, his brain did.

      “Gavin Chambers,” he said, “cybernetic space sorcerer.”
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* * *

      “. . . right now!”

      It was the last words the holographic message President Mariana Salamanca sent Miriam König. She shut down the message as she sat at her desk and frowned. The President had been receiving regular reports of Gavin’s progress as a psionic. The most recent message demanded König release Gavin and send him to Mars for defense as the Hashmedai fleet was suspected of moving toward it.

      König didn’t believe he was ready for combat just yet. The thought made her grin as she was starting to sound like Michei not long ago, insisting Gavin wasn’t ready. König reviewed her options or lack of. The message from Earth Cube took over an hour for her to receive as it traveled from Earth to Titan at the speed of light. A reply would take just as long, in which the President would probably force or strong-arm her into sending him anyways, that reply would take another hour plus to receive. It would take Gavin nearly two hours to fly from the Saturn sector to the Mars sector, assuming the Hashmedai didn’t wipe out everyone on Earth and Mars during that time. In the end, it was probably faster to send him and hope for the best.

      A communication was sent to the lab Gavin had rested in recovering from the surgery, requesting he get ready and meet her in the hanger bay ASAP. Gavin arrived along with Michei while König stood waiting. He wore pants and his boots, nothing else. He was a psionic now, that’s all he could use during combat situations. She saw the surprise on his face as he lay eyes on a Solaris fighter sitting there waiting for him. The name Cassie “Hijinks” Piller was still painted on the side of it, König forgot to have at scratched off.

      “It crashed on the rooftop last week during the attack,” König said as Gavin took a closer look at the fighter. “Some of our engineering teams were bored so I had them restore it in hopes of shipping it back to the fleet. The President has new plans however.”

      Gavin faced König with massive smile. “She wants me to fly it eh?”

      “Something is brewing at Mars and they need everyone able to fight to head there,” König said. “You wanted back into the fight, well it looks like you got your wish, Chambers.”

      “Fuck yes.”

      “You are to depart ASAP.”

      Michei stepped closer to Gavin as she quickly explained some of the modifications made to the fighter. Biggest one being atmosphere inside the cockpit. Fight suits weren’t going to be an option for him and keeping a psionic shield over his body to keep him alive would only drain his abilities.

      “Well this is going to be new for all of us,” Michei said to Gavin, patting him on the shoulder. “Don’t screw it up. Rookie.”

      Gavin ran his hands across the hull of the craft; he was still mesmerized at what he was about to experience. “Gavin Chambers, Cybernetic space sorcerer fighter pilot.”

      König winced. “That’s a terrible title.”

      “Indeed,” he concurred.
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* * *

      Leviathan, Mars orbit, Sol system

      “We have arrived, Admiral,” Archmage Gayir and the lead shipboard psionic said.

      Admiral Yominv Crossblade pushed aside a holographic window that was blocking his view of the red planet from the forward window. The pitiful space stations in orbit, tiny transport ships. It was all going to burn.

      “Let’s begin,” Yominv said as he clapped his hands.

      The Leviathan came to a full stop before the three sphere shaped command ships behind it. The hulking doors of the command ships opened and the fleets inside it swarmed out and began to acquire random targets as they released their green glowing gift of plasma rain. The orbital defense network responded, automated plasma cannons in orbit around Marsh returned fired with minimal results as most of the Hashmedai fleet was out of weapons range.

      Interceptor fighters launched from all carriers and the Leviathan and used the full power of their thrusts to evade plasma from the defense platform as their weapons began to target and destroy it one by one. Had this been Earth the results would have been different as the Earth’s platform not only had more orbitals but were much more powerful in terms of raw fire power.

      “Hold here for now,” Yominv said, satisfied at the slow progress the interceptors were making along with the destroyers taking point in the assault. “We can’t start the party without our friends.”

      The simultaneous destruction of the UNE fleet was Yominv’s primary objective at Mars.
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* * *

      ESV Wilfrid Laurier, Mars orbit, Sol system

      “Captain!”

      Captain Agatha Chevallier showed no emotion on her face at the sight of the imperial ships beginning their assault on Mars. The central hologram updated them with reports of Hashmedai assault forces attacking the civilian population below as a cluster of red appeared next to the 3D projection of Mars. There were so many red dots all clustered together that it looked more like a blob.

      “Battle stations!” Chevallier shouted, prompting her crew to focus on their duties, and stow away floating items like holo pads as they were still without gravity on the bridge.

      Alarms roared throughout the ship as nuclear missile pods were prepped and awaited the command from the captain to launch. Chevallier adjusted the hologram’s view to give her a zoomed in view of the area of Mars they were in orbit over, and the destroyers coming around the horizon to fight them.

      “Reminder we are still without comms or network access,” Vick said.

      “I’m aware of that lieutenant,” Chevallier said. “The fighters will have to be our voice.”

      The Wilfrid Laurier engines fired up thrusting the UNE battle ship forward as the Gladius, Hyperion, and Rapier squadrons around it moved forward. Fighters from Mars’ defense network broke away from the Martian gravity minutes later to assist. Some directly engaged the imperial fleet while others protected the sole UNE battle ship tasked with the duty of meeting the Hashmedai.
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* * *

      Gladius squadron, Mars orbit, Sol system

      “I hope you boys and girls got plenty of sleep,” Aura said as she read the data projected to her from her holographic HUD. “Because the real fight is about to start!”

      “Okay people, just like last time, cover our heavy hitters,” Wildfire transmitted over the radio.

      “We got more heavy hitters joining the fight as well,” Aura said as she looked to her side as Mars’ Solaris fighters came into view. “Show ‘em how it’s done Red Lotus.”

      She heard Red Lotus laugh and say, “With pleasure.”

      Interceptors plowed past the two destroyers that were on route to the Wilfrid Laurier. Aura’s targeting scanner began to beep that familiar sound, as her weapons began to lock on.
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* * *

      ESV Sun Tzu, UNE fleet, Sol system

      “Admiral we’re receiving reports that the Hashmedai are attacking Mars.”

      Admiral Linda Stone’s voice became irritated. “How the hell did we miss that?”

      “Looks like they were hidden behind Jupiter before b-lining toward Mars.”

      “Let’s not delay any longer,” Stone said. “Contact all ships, set a course to Mars at once!”

      “Yes ma’am!”

      “Engage!”

      The ESV Sun Tzu led the charge as ESV John F. Kennedy, ESV Benjamin Franklin, ESV Shaka Zulu, ESV Barack Obama and ESV Enterprise followed behind on a sub light speed journey to the UNE’s first interstellar fleet versus fleet battle.

      She flicked the projection of the fleet status away and replaced it with a tactical layout of Mars. It would be awhile before they receive battle data and she wanted to be the first to see it as it came in.
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* * *

      Leviathan, Mars orbit, Sol system

      “I sense one human attack vessel in the sector,” Gayir said from his ESP trance. “Six more have just entered sub light.”

      “Have attack wings three through seven swarm the single human ship,” Yominv said. “Destroy it if need be.”

      The imperial fleet received and carried out Yominv’s request. The battle data slowly populated their displays. The Wilfrid Laurier was backing away, the fighters around it moved out even further.

      “What are they doing?” Gayir asked. “Running?”

      “No provoking us to follow into a clearing,” Yominv said. “They want to use atomic weapons. Let them do what they want, it will be over soon. Have the fleet focus on the surface if they can, let’s raise the civilian death toll.”

      “Yes admiral.”

      “Only slightly of course,” Yominv said. “We need most of the human race alive after all.”
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, En route to Mars, Sol system

      Xavier grew tired of watching the stars in the distance from the windshield. What he wanted to see was Mars, preferably still intact, with the imperial fleet torn to shreds. “How much longer?” he asked in an impatient tone of voice.

      “Still another hour, Captain,” Chavez said from his terminal.

      “What about the fleet?”

      “Wilfrid Laurier is the only ship in the sector, the rest of the UNE will be there within next few minutes.”

      “Captain,” Avearan said from her shipboard psionic post behind him.

      Xavier faced her and grinned. She may have been a Hashmedai trapped in a human’s body, but the sight alone made him wonder about the future. A future where human psionics could handle stations like this, rather than humans relying on alien allies to do it for them.

      “Are you ready?” Xavier asked her.

      “Do keep in mind I’m still limited,” she said. “I can’t interface with your computers for example.”

      “Just tell us what’s going that our sensors aren’t picking up,” Xavier said.

      “That I can do,” Avearan said. “But I have some important information to share with you.”

      He grimaced as he walked over to her, his mag boots snapped to the floor with every step. “What is it?”

      She showed him a projection that listed text written in the Hashmedai language. “Remember the intel you wanted me to translate? There was a word I wasn’t familiar with.”

      “Have you figured it out?”

      “I might have, but it doesn’t make sense,” she said as she scrolled the text to the words in question. “The word is nuclear weapons, only your kind developed and uses those, Hashmedai don’t. According to the data, they have eight of them.”

      “Jesus Christ.” Hashmedai possessing nuclear weapons would be a game changer. The sole reason why humanity was where it was at that moment was because of nukes, the one weapon they had that could take out a Hashmedai ship in seconds.

      “Again, I probably misunderstood it but—”

      “No, I don’t think you did.”

      “Captain?”

      “Commander,” Xavier said to Benally. “Remember the gong show two months ago with the JFK?”

      “A couple of nukes got launched,” Benally said. “And vanished.”

      “Not vanished, not according to Major Vaughan and the Silver Raven’s crew.” Xavier returned to his post at the central hologram. “There was a wormhole over Jupiter that evaporated shortly after they went through it. The order members that hijacked the JFK shot those nukes through the wormhole; the empire must have found them.”

      “I thought that wormhole led to Barnard’s Star?” Benally said.

      “Does it matter? The empire has the power to make wormholes at will,” Xavier said. “They got our nukes and clearly plan to use it against us.”

      “Eight isn’t enough to take us all out, our shields can hold.”

      “What about from the inside?” Avearan asked. “Isn’t that what your people did to destroy the command ship that attacked your world years ago?”

      Avearan was right. A single nuke launched and impacting the side of a command ship with its shields active wouldn’t be enough to take it down. One would need multiple nukes to do damage. But from the inside? Major Vaughan and her team proved that a single nuke exploding inside a command ship, not only destroyed it, but damaged beyond repair all the ships inside it at the same time.

      “A nuke going off inside our ships,” Xavier said. “Well, fuck me, you just need one to take out one ship.”

      “Eight nukes, one for each of our ships,” Benally said. “And a disabled mind shield that will allow a psionic to teleport aboard with a nuke ready to detonate.”

      The malware; that was the real purpose of it. “Tell Eupiar to hurry the fuck up,

      Xavier said. “The rest of the fleet may be safe for now, but us and the Wilfrid Laurier are still at risk.”

      “We could just hold back,” Chavez said.

      “No way, we hold back the main fleet and Mars will fall. So I say again, tell Eupiar to hurry the fuck up.”
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* * *

      ESV Wilfrid Laurier, Mars orbit, Sol system

      The bridge crew moved their hands away from their faces as the light from six nuclear missiles dissipated. Two Hashmedai destroyers were lost as a result as Chevallier ordered the crew to continue their game of cat and mouse by moving to a safe distance and picking off Hashmedai capital ships as if they were a giant interstellar sniper. The lack of communication made it a challenge, prompting all fighters to scatter and stay far away from the Wilfrid Laurier in general.

      “Nice hit,” Patel said, patting Vick on his shoulder.

      “We can’t keep this up, Captain,” Mikhailov said.

      “Just keep our distance for now, and keep moving,” Chevallier said. “Remember our mind shields are down they can board us at any time if they get in range.”
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* * *

      Gladius squadron, Mars orbit, Sol system

      “Heads up! She’s back!” Aura yelled as she saw the psionic interceptor return to the battle.

      The interceptor was fast as it shot down five Solaris fighters in a matter of seconds. As expected all missiles and rail gun fire simply moved around the psionic interceptor like an invisible hand swatted them away.

      “This is Gladius lead, do not engage my marketed target,” she said as she highlighted the interceptor for all fighters to see on their HUD. “I say again to do not engage marked target.”

      “It’s ripping us up,” Orbital said.

      “I’ll handle her,” Aura said. “Deal with the rest of the flack out here!”

      All UNE fighters pulled their craft away, fleeing from the devastating psionic interceptor. All except Aura whose fighter pushed forward with a full burn, she wanted a rematch, and she felt she was the only one experienced enough at that point to go toe to toe with her. And from what she experienced, the pilot took pleasure in one on one encounters.

      The two resumed the bout from before, diving, rolling, evading weapons lock. All the while, the rest of the UNE appeared above them as they rapidly dropped out of sub light speeds and spread out to engage the Hashmedai fleet while their fighters poured out in the battle.

      “Hell yeah! The Calvary has arrived!” Orbital said.

      Plasma missiles and rail guns streaked across the horizon in exchange for plasma cannon fire with the inclusion of the UNE fleet and the fighter squadrons docked within the ships. In the night skies of Mars, the battle looked like an astounding meteor shower without end as marines on the surface battled Hashmedai warriors and guardians in deadly urban combat in most cities. Cities that did not see combat did saw a light show above them as their defense shields ripped from repeated bombardment from interceptors while waves of Solaris fighters swooped down with their missile launchers working in overtime to put an end to their alien invaders.
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* * *

      Leviathan, Mars orbit, Sol system

      “Oh this is getting good!” Yominv said as the UNE fleet arrived. “Tell the fleet its time.”

      The next phase in Yominv’s plan began to take shape. The Hashmedai fleet began to spread out around most of Mars forming almost a small web around it as interceptors from carriers and the Leviathan continued to pour out. The UNE fleet was surrounded with no way in our out. To increase their chances of survival the human ships grouped closer together.

      “Our captured atomic weapons, are they ready?” Yominv asked.

      “Each one has a psionic assigned, they await your command,” Gayir said.

      Yominv looked at his tactical projection; there were only seven ships in the battle. One was missing, the ship that was the source of the malware.

      “Do it,” Yominv said.

      “Wait.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “All the human attack ships except for one that has their mind shield active!”

      How? All tests we did showed it will spread quickly throughout their network. Yominv smashed his first on the side of his chair then hissed loudly. This can’t be! His enraged thoughts echoed as the bridge crew watched and waited his new orders. The reality was only one ship could be destroyed instantly; this was not part of the plan.

      He was left with two options face them head on which would increase the risk of them losing ships in the process. Seven human ships launching nukes at once was deadly, only the Leviathan could survive such an impact and according to his tactical display, they’d already lost five percent of their ships, with that number expected to rise with each passing hour. Humans were indeed a formidable force one that mastered adapting Radiance and Hashmedai technology to their own. There was only one way for his plan to work, the uninfected UNE ships needed to be infected and their mind shields taken offline.

      “One human ship is infected correct?” Yominv asked.

      “Yes, Admiral,” Gayir said.

      “Can our psionics connect with its computers?”

      “If we get close enough, yes, it is possible.”

      “The humans must have figured out their computers were being compromised and shut off all network activity.”

      “You want us to force the infected ship’s network to reactivate?”

      Yominv nodded to the Archmage then directed his attention to the helm. “Bring us as closer to the infected ship as possible.”

      “At once!”

      “I’ll need assistance,” Gayir said. “I’m not familiar with human computers or their language. With more of us connected we might find a means of forcing their network to activate.”

      “Use as many psionics as you require,” Yominv said. “Just leave me with a few to keep the overshields active.” Yominv looked at his tactical hologram as it reported multiple missiles and several atomic missiles aimed directly at the Leviathan as they moved closer to the Wilfrid Laurier. “We’re going to need the protection.”
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* * *

      Gayir’s thoughts drifted away as he attempted to connect with the Wilfrid Laurier, computer systems. He felt the presence of several other psionics aboard the Leviathan join him as they poked around and searched for a means of forcing the lockdown of its network to shut off. Their progress was slow more psionics were needed and stronger ones at that.

      Like Noylarlie.

      “We require more minds,” Gayir telepathically said to his fellow psionics. “I will reach Noylarlie’s mind she could help make our progress faster.”

      Multiple thoughts reached out to the other Archmage aboard their ship, there was no response.

      “Where is she?”
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* * *

      Little that Gayir and his team of psionics knew, while Di’aria’s mind did partially connect with theirs, she intentionally made no progress into looking for the network activation command for the Wilfrid Laurier. She directed their frustrated thoughts and it presented an opportunity for her. If Noylarlie stayed out of this it would force every psionic aboard to participate in a desperate attempt to move the malware to the rest of the UNE fleet. It would be a perfect time for her to strike, if she could kill all the psionics while they remained in their trance the ship would be hers. From there she’d be faced with the task of disposing of the Leviathan’s crew and combat forces that would be at a disadvantage with no gravity or psionic support.

      “I’ll check on her.”

      “Thank you Di’aria.”

      Di’aria removed her thoughts from the link and rapidly moved down the halls leading toward Noylarlie’s quarters. There was no reply with the door chime, no reply when her fists smashed onto the door. There was a reply as she conjured blue light to jump port her inside.

      Noylarlie’s quarters was a mess with ruined furniture thrown around or ripped apart. In the middle of the room Noylarlie sat cross-legged meditating as two red gems hovered next to her. Di’aria applied her psionic barrier having realized that she may have angered the Archmage who was more than capable of killing her in one on one combat.

      “There’s a war going on,” Di’aria said.

      “Tell the Admiral and Archmage I’m busy.”

      “I’m fine with that answer.”

      “Good,” Noylarlie said as her red glowing eyes opened. “Now leave before I incinerate you with my mind.”

      “Now, now, what would the gods think of that?” Di’aria didn’t believe in such talk, but she was interested to hear what Noylarlie would say and react to the word.

      “I don’t give a fuck what they think.”

      Di’aria smiled and folded her advanced cybernetic enhanced arms. “That makes two of us. Keep doing what you’re doing Archmage. I’m going to need your assistance in a few minutes.”

      A new ally had been found, the mighty Noylarlie.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The purple protective overshield of the Leviathan continued to hold on as the combined fire of the UNE fleet refused to let up. Yominv ordered the fleet along with the Leviathan to focus their attacks on all ships expect the Wilfrid Laurier, in the off chance their plan would fail.

      “Any progress?” Yominv asked as sweat rained off his forehead.

      Gayir remained in his trance, unable to speak. Another psionic tasked with relaying information back and forth to the bridge and Gayir’s thoughts said on his behalf. “He reports they are close but the AI aboard the ship is trying to resist them.”

      Yominv’s fangs gritted as he hissed.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Mars sector, Sol system

      If one were to be observing an area of space where a ship traveling at sub light speeds slowed down. They would see at first space and the stars that filled it one second, then a second later the ship in question appear out of nowhere, as if it was always there. The Winston Churchill did just that as it slowed from sub light speeds outside of the web of imperial ships harassing Mars.

      “That’s a lot of ships,” Benally said as the Winston Churchill plunged closer into the heat of battle.

      “Let’s do something about it,” Xavier said. “Ready nukes.”

      “Thought you’d never ask sir.”

      A small salvo of nuclear warheads left the Winston Churchill and accelerated toward several Hashmedai destroyers and frigates blocking their way. The alien ships were obliterated in the wake of bright light that followed. It was like a sledgehammer punching a hole through a wall rather than going around looking for the front door.

      “A way is clear sir,” Chavez said.

      Xavier smiled and yelled. “Take us in!”

      There were no fucks given as the Winston Churchill moved past the radioactive debris field they created as they moved toward Mars and the UNE fleet. Several Hashmedai ships mostly interceptors adjusted their heading to deal with the new player that joined in the fun.

      “Shields holding.”

      Xavier tapped the console in front of him and established a communication with the labs. “Eupiar give me some good goddamn news now!”

      “We’re good, you can turn your Wi-Fi back on,” Eupiar said, much to Xavier’s delight. “I’m uploading the fix to the rest of the fleet as well.”

      “Contact the fleet give ‘em a quick update of our situation!”

      “Aye, sir,” Yates said while her holo screen gave her an update of Eupiar’s fix.

      Slight tremors traveled throughout the Winston Churchill as more Hashmedai ships took aim at it. None of them were of Xavier’s concern. The Leviathan was however. He gazed at the enormous dreadnought and its oversized plasma cannons via the windshield.

      “Let’s say hello to our friend,” Xavier said.

      With its forward weapons rapidly firing, the Winston Churchill pushed and fought to close the gap between it and the Leviathan in hopes that perhaps an eighth ship would take down its overshields.
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* * *

      Leviathan, Mars orbit, Sol system

      Gayir laughed as he sensed the Wilfrid Laurier’s network activate, their psionic attack was a success and the malware would spread throughout the rest of the fleet in the next few seconds. It was strange to him, how easy they were able to get it to activate after all the resistance they got at first, it was almost as if the crew activated it on their own accord.

      “Easier than I thought,” Gayir said as he exited his trance. “We were successful admiral.”

      “And the last human ship is here as well,” Yominv said. “Splendid, send our human friends their early Christmas gift.”

      Gayir sent a telepathic message to the eight psionics on standby in the cargo hold of the Leviathan. They all stood next to their respective nuclear missiles as their cybernetics wired into their bodies radiated brightly, then stopped, nothing happened. They all reported the same issue all eight ships had their mind shields up including the one that was confirmed to have theirs down.

      The news made Yominv rage for two minutes.

      “I can’t explain it, sir,” Gayir said.

      Yominv’s hair from his fit was a mess, his yellow eyes began to twitch and his hands were still rolled into a fist from the outburst. He sat back in his chair and attempted to regain his composure. “Have all ships destroy the human vessels,” Yominv said softly. “I don’t care how many we’ll lose.”

      “I’ll have all Celestial Order loyal ships hold back, with any luck only the imperial loyal ships will be sacrificed,” Gayir said.

      Yominv agreed and Gayir attended to his duties and sent a wide telepathic message to the entire fleet of the new plan. As he finished he returned his sights to Yominv who looked at a holographic projection of the Hashmedai calendar.

      The day had changed at least by Earth hours.

      It was Christmas day and they were officially behind schedule.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Mars orbit, Sol system

      Communications, network, mind shield and QEC were all back on line. Xavier once again felt in control of the situation as the battle raged on. The feeling only lasted for a minute as he realized the Hashmedai stepped up their efforts. The ships that were attacking the surface pulled away, a blessing for the folks on the ground, more work for those in space.

      There was more plasma being thrown around and not enough nukes, rail guns and plasma missiles to compensate. More Solaris fighters had to be called in to assist resulting in nukes being used less frequently to avoid friendly fire.

      “Captain,” Yates called out to him. “Admiral Stone wants us to focus on the rest of the fleet and ignore the dreadnought.”

      “Well nukes are off the table soon,” Xavier said. “Though last I checked that thing can take pounding.” A thunderous tremor rocked the floor then two more. “Helm bring us about,” Xavier said “Tactical. Target and focus on the nearest destroyers.”

      “Aye sir.”

      “These guys aren’t making this easy, sir!” Chavez said.

      “Do your best Mr. Chavez. Keep us out of firing range of that dreadnought.”

      Watching the Winston Churchill rise, parse, target, and fire on Hashmedai ships from the windshield reminded Xavier of the sci-fi TV shows he used to watch as a kid. Where heroic captains commanded their ships to crush enemy forces, little did that kid knew he’d be doing just that some fifty years later.

      The intercom beeped, Xavier patched the message through to the bridge’s speakers. It was Staff Sergeant Boyd. “Sir I have an idea,” he said. “But it’s going to require us to get really close to the dreadnought, a suicidal pilot, two POWs and EVE.”

      “I’m listening.”
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* * *

      EVE, Hijinks, Chris, Sarah, Onatiasha and Zhinbryo all entered the flight deck. Magnetic boots kept them to the floor as they approached Chief engineer Shanuka Weerasinghe. EVE, Chris, and Sarah all wore EDF protect suits while Hijinks had her flight suit on. Onatiasha and Zhinbryo were equipped with their Hashmedai equipment plus helmets from environment suits from the Silver Raven. Chris was impressed how well EVE blended in with them as he looked at the android. She looked like an EDF solider and according to her was just as skilled as using the protect suit after a download and install of an update to her system. EVE is living up to the name versatile in her name, he thought.

      Weerasinghe hovered above a transport ship as he performed last second modifications to it as per Chris’ request. “We good to go, chief?” Chris asked him.

      “It isn’t getting any better than this,” Weerasinghe said. “Please be careful. This transport is the first one I tinkered with to boost the shield output for the marines’ mission.”

      “That’s all I needed to know.”

      “I made mistakes with the recalibration on this one, mistakes that I made sure didn’t make on the modified transport Miles and his team took.”

      “Heh.”

      Hijinks opened the door and entered to take a seat in the cockpit. One by one everyone climbed aboard while Weerasinghe kicked upward and away from the transport.

      “Not too late to turn back now,” Weerasinghe shouted down toward them.

      “As we used to say before the invasion,” Sarah said. “YOLO!”

      Everyone was aboard and Hijinks began a quick preflight check. They were green to go, including the modified shields. The hanger bay doors slid open unveiling the flashing lights of the chaotic battle outside like theater curtains rising. The transport left the Winston Churchill. Hijinks’ piloting skills zigzagged them away from sudden death from interceptors and friendly fire.

      “Ready?” Hijinks asked everyone as the Leviathan came into view.

      Chris’ idea was nothing short of madness. They planned to board the Leviathan much like the way they had boarded the command ship attacking Earth twenty-two years ago. Only this time there were no nukes; no time to load it onto the transport. Chris’ plan was to invade the dreadnought and cause enough chaos on the inside to disrupt its operations. Perhaps even straight up disable its reactor, then it wouldn’t have power needed for its plasma cannons, taking away the pressure it was putting on the fleet.

      Chloe was left in the dark on the plan, he felt there was something wrong with her, something that could prove to be a risk should they bring her on the mission. He couldn’t explain it other than she had become a different person. Even her sister Sarah sensed something was up.

      Chris gave Hijinks the thumbs up she was waiting for and the transport plunged closer to the Leviathan and searched for a plasma turret that was constantly firing. They found it and began an approach that put them half a meter above the overshields of the Leviathan. Gravity began to take hold as everyone’s floating bodies came back to the floor. There was a brief rumble as the transport struck the overshields. Hijinks quickly compensated for the added gravity and continued toward the turret.

      “Well that’s strange,” Hijinks said.

      “There’s a shit load of psionics aboard generating gravity,” Chris said. “It would make sense for this ship have gravity this far out.”

      The transport came to a full stop three meters before the turret. The weapon pulsed rapidly as tiny balls of plasma sprayed about toward Solaris fighters that got close. During which the shields and overshields irised, and formed a hole for the plasma to travel through, and it was that hole Hijinks was tasked with flying the transport through as it opened. Chris had full confidence the fiery red headed pilot was more than thrilled to take on the challenge.

      “Not too late to turn back, right?” Sarah said.

      Hijinks laughed then began to make engine revving noises as if they were in a race car. Scanners reported a Solaris fighter was getting close.

      Wait for it.

      Wait for it.

      Wait for it.

      The turret began to move, acquired a target, and opened fire. The shields irised and Hijinks moved the transport through quickly, the irising shields slid shut seconds after they cleared it. Everyone held on as the transport rumbled and rocked. There wasn’t much space between the hull of the Leviathan and its shields. The modified shields of the transport held out however as it scraped its way through the extremely tight squeeze and toward the nearest airlock. Sparks sprayed as they scraped the paint job off the side of the Leviathan. Two minutes later, they arrived at the airlock and came to a full stop.

      “This looks like it,” Hijinks said climbing out of her seat.

      Chris and the others moved toward the door, a door that refused to open. “We’re jammed in too tight, I can’t get the doors open,” Sarah said.

      “Fuck it, blow it open,” Chris said.

      “That might do some major internal damage to the interior of our ride,” Hijinks said.

      “Extraction is the last thing on my mind right now,” Chris said then grimaced as he realized his comment revealed that there was a slight chance this might turn into a suicide mission.

      P-4 was placed on the door and lots of it. They needed a blast big enough to rip open their door and the airlock doors behind it. “Kill the shields in five,” Chris said to Hijinks.

      Everyone armed themselves with rifles, activated their personal shields, and adjusted their helmets as their Hashmedai team members readied their plasma swords. They moved back as the P-4 countdown started. Green light flashed as the plasma explosions that followed blew a cavernous hole through the door and the airlock entrance. In addition the back fire from the blast ripped a hole in the opposite end of the transport exposing the cabin to space.

      They all held on as the cold unforgiving vacuum pulled debris melted metal out as well as Hashmedai that were unlucky enough to be next to the airlock as it blew open. Chris was satisfied as the seventh body was flung out of the Leviathan and ordered everyone into the darkened halls of the ship.

      After bypassing commands to force the emergency force fields to shut off, they ventured into sections of the Leviathan that was still pressurized. The Hashmedai crew they encountered didn’t live long enough to call for help as the Special Forces team combined with Hashmedai assistance from Onatiasha and Zhinbryo terminated with extreme prejudice. The Leviathan was a massive ship Chris needed few Hashmedai as possible to know of their invasion.
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* * *

      Imperial Palace, Paryo, Uemaesce system

      Kroshka arrived in the throne room, she nervously stepped off the elevator and across the small footbridge toward the imperial throne. She looked down at her reflection in the small river underneath the bridge, the reflection that she saw was of a young woman about to do something she didn’t want to do, and didn’t have a choice.

      Ahead of her were dozens of attendees for the ceremony, mostly nobles and guards. Y’lin sat on her throne wearing an elaborate black lace gown. While Eeladen stood in front of her, wearing a snappy v cut outfit that exposed his brawny upper chest. Eeladen was looking at the throne next to Y’lin’s the one that was meant for the emperor, nobody had sat in it for decades.

      Eeladen looked away from the throne and toward Kroshka as she approached. She still felt disturbed about what she went through with him. The sight of his chest placed horrible flashbacks of the last few nights when he forced himself on then in her. She wanted to run, she wanted to get out of this, but where would she go? Jazz wasn’t here to save her this time.

      Jazz . . . she thought. Was he still on Earth? It was Christmas day there, the last day for the human race to be free and the last day for many human lives as the imperial navy pushed on. What did her efforts over the last two months achieve? Nothing, she couldn’t prevent the war, just like how she couldn’t prevent herself from carrying Eeladen’s child.

      She forced herself to take another step closer to her mother; it was the point of no return, and she had to commit to this now. Kroshka went over in her head what was to happen next, her mother was to make a small speech as Kroshka and Eeladen stood next to each other. Y’lin would offer the two a goblet full of wine. To finish the ceremony, the two would have to share and drink from the goblet. Once the last drop of the wine was consumed they were to hand it back to Y’lin where she would declare the two of them to officially be partners and accept Eeladen as a member of the imperial family.

      Y’lin approached Kroshka with the goblet in her hands. Kroshka’s heart started to beat faster the closer Y’lin got. It began to beat so fast it was the only thing she could feel at one point. Mother and daughter made eye contact, one looked pleased, the other looked hateful. Breathe, focus, you can get through this, you can do this.

      “At last the time has come for you to accept your place and role as a member of the imperial family,” Y’lin said.

      “Yes mother,” Kroshka said. “You are right.”

      Nobody saw it coming, not even Kroshka, she was far to detached from her emotions after she said those words. Kroshka quickly reached into her handbag, held on to the hilt of Phylarlie’s dagger and plunged it directly into Y’lin’s heart.

      Two extra thrusts followed to ensure there was no chance of her pulling through. At least she won’t suffer long, Kroshka thought as Y’lin’s blood-soaked body fell to the floor holding her chest. The goblet crashed into the floor, the red wine that was in it splashed across it side by side with Y’lin’s blood.

      Shocked expressions covered everyone’s faces as they raced over to check Y’lin’s flat vitals. The guards were confused as to what to do as Kroshka dropped the bloody dagger on the floor next to her. The guards were trained to attack and kill someone during an event like this, but it was Kroshka, they couldn’t and wouldn’t. They all hesitated as Y’lin’s took her last breath.

      Kroshka gazed down at Y’lin having watched her take her last breath of air. “Goodbye mother.”

      Eeladen held onto Kroshka’s slender shoulders and yelled. “What have you done!?”

      There was still no emotion on Kroshka’s face, the trance she had put herself in shut it off as if there was a switch to it.

      “She’s dead!” Eeladen yelled after checking Y’lin’s pulse.

      “Guards,” Kroshka said. “Arrest Eeladen.”

      “What do you mean arrest me?”

      There was hesitation, the guards looked at Y’lin as if she was going to rise and fix the situation, then back at Kroshka.

      “What are you doing?” Kroshka said with a raised and angry voice. “I am your empress now, carry out my order!”

      “Uh, yes, at once Your Majesty,” one of the guards said.

      A firm armor covered hand grabbed onto Eeladen’s arm, a second followed then a third. He didn’t resist, he simply looked at Kroshka with hatred burning in his face. “You can’t do this! We’re supposed to be bonded!”

      “But we were not. Mother is dead, I am your empress,” Kroshka said. “You are not an emperor, and never will be.”

      The guards dragged Eeladen away while he kicked and screamed. His annoying noises went unanswered as Kroshka took her place on the imperial throne. It was still warm from when Y’lin had been sitting on it not long ago. She crossed her legs and began issuing her second set of orders as the new ruler of the Hashmedai Empire.

      “Contact the fleet in Sol and order them to withdraw at once.” More hesitation from the remaining people in the throne room. A loud, “Now!” from Kroshka’s lips forced everyone into action, some bowed and asked for forgiveness for their delay.

      “Yes, Empress, at once,” one of them said, and ran off to find a psionic to speak with.

      “And you,” Kroshka said, cocking her finger at a servant. “Bring me anti-pregnancy chems at once.”

      “Yes your majesty.”

      “One last thing,” Kroshka yelled. “There are three servants facing execution, I want them released at once.”
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* * *

      Radiance Council delegation chambers, Aervounis, Luminous system

      Iey’liwea and Marchei sat on opposite ends of the Radiance council desk. Ure Kuei arrived dressed his gold psionic robes ready to telepathically transmit important messages across the union in response to the new changes and decisions that were made.

      Iey’liwea rather enjoyed the change of events as it was now just her and Marchei running the union, nobody else. She wondered if their situation was comparable to the UNE in which a President and Vice President ran their government, or perhaps the Hashmedai Empire where typically an emperor and empress ran things. On top of all that she was an exile at least born as one, and she had every intention of making sure her voice was louder than that of Marchei. A born exile controlling most of the union’s decisions? The spirits of past council members must have been groaning loudly in the afterlife. Replacement council members would be found and voted in as time went on, she hoped that there was a way to prevent that, or delay it. But not everyone got what they want when they wanted.

      “Inform the Viceroy of our recent . . .” Iey’liwea looked around at the current setting of the council, “. . . changes.”

      “Stand by,” Kuei said as he used his telepathic to link with Crimei. “I have him, he understands, and is joyous about it.”

      “Is that so?”

      “The Hashmedai are close to Earth, our people there still haven’t evacuated.”

      “Sounds like he’s got his next assignment,” Iey’liwea said. “Stop the Hashmedai.”

      “Might I remind you we have no capital ships in that system,” Marchei said to her.

      “No we don’t, but the humans do.”

      Kuei continued to relay the information to Crimei as Iey’liwea sat back in her chair grinning. She was happy she reached out to Queenea. Iey’liwea always had an eye for opportunity, whether it was business, escaping order indoctrination, or getting elected. If she saw something she could benefit from, she went after it, and it always worked in her favor.

      Now if only there was to keep myself as the sole ruler of the union, she thought.
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* * *

      Earth Cube, Geneva, Earth, Sol system

      Crimei made a dramatic appearance in the war room deep within Earth Cube. He couldn’t wait for the transport that took off from the Earth Cube to land, so he teleported inside. Most of the staff and guards inside weren’t very happy to see him appear as they watched live feeds from the battle at Mars.

      President Mariana Salamanca simply said. “You still here?” While she motioned her hands in a stop motion, to the armed marines ready to detain Crimei.

      “When were you planning on letting my people know of the impending doom coming to this world?” Crimei asked. “Don’t answer it, I understand why.”

      “You got some nerve!” Vice President Joseph Xiao said.

      “The council wishes to help,” Crimei said. “There’s been a change in the leadership.”

      “You’re late to the party,” Salamanca said.

      “Better late than never as your people say,” Crimei said. “Now I got transports full of rangers and psionics awaiting new orders, where do you want them?”
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* * *

      Leviathan, Mars orbit, Sol system

      Yominv removed his hand from his face after learning of the psionic broadcast that was sent to the entire fleet. Kroshka had taken the throne and demanded they all withdraw back to the wormhole. Without delay all the imperial ships stopped firing and followed as the loyal devoted followers of the empire they were.

      Yominv shook his head. “This can’t be! Contact all the ships, tell them to ignore that order! Stand and fight we can and will win this!”
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* * *

      Scathing Hand, leaving Mars AO, Sol system

      “The admiral wants us to keep fighting.”

      “He’s gone mad, upset he failed” T’esih said grinning. “Keep retreating, the empress’ wishes are final.”

      “Not all the ships are moving.”

      Captain T’esih’s face flinched after processing the words Delin said. She changed the imagery on her holo screen to show what the rear of the Scathing Hand’s exterior cameras saw. It only confirmed what Delin said the Leviathan along with several other ships seemed to have disobeyed a direct order from the empress. Rather the new empress. T’esih wasn’t fully versed on the details that led to Kroshka taking the throne, but orders were orders, they had to be followed and obeyed to show their loyalty and devotion.

      “Put me through to the fleet,” T’esih said.

      “You’re on.”

      This was the opportunity T’esih had been waiting for. A second chance to prove she was better suited for the role of Admiral in the imperial navy. And this time she’d have the support of the empress for defying the Admiral’s orders.

      “All ships, this is Captain T’esih of the Imperial Destroyer Scathing Hand. The empress has asked us to withdraw, do it at once!” She made sure her posture was perfect for her hologram likeness would appear on the bridge of all ships that would receive the communication broadcast.

      In response, Admiral Yominv’s hologram appeared in a similar manner as he sat on his gravity comfortable bridge of the Leviathan. “I, Admiral Yominv, gave you all including T’esih a direct order, stay and fight.”

      “We are well above acceptable losses and that number will continue to grow if we stay, leave at once!”

      The volume of Yominv’s voice increased. “Those that follow T’esih will be punished!”

      T’esih upped the ante with the tone of her voice, it was a fight she wasn’t going to back down from. He’d have to kill her this time if he planned on getting his way. “This man has gone mad can you all not see it? Follow him and you would be committing treason for disobeying a direct request from the empress! If you value your heads and the lives of your families, you should follow me back to the wormhole.”

      Their shouting match ended as the two bared their fangs at each other and shut down the broadcast. The Scathing Hand along with two thirds of the fleet entered their respective command ships in preparation for their retreat. The remaining ships stayed with the Leviathan as it continued its losing battle against the human battle ships.

      [image: ]
* * *

      ESV Sun Tzu, Mars orbit, Sol system

      “This has to be a joke,” Commander Todd said as he and the bridge stared in awe as most of the Hashmedai fleet pulled away.

      As nice as it was to see the unexpected turn of events, Admiral Stone remained at her post. There were still Hashmedai ships in the AO, one of them being the massive dreadnought that was getting close to shattering their shields. All the while they were no closer to taking out it’s overshields, she shuddered to think of the amount of effort that would be required to disable its regular shields that remained mostly untouched.

      She nearly lost her balance as the Sun Tzu took a substantial hit from behind, lucky shot from the Leviathan. Aft shields were gone, another hit from behind and there were finished. Proximity warning alarms began to blare.

      What is it now? She thought as she reviewed the new data on the central hologram. There was a small group of ships in bound.
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* * *

      Gladius squadron, Mars orbit, Sol system

      Bright light from Aura’s most recent plasma missile strike subsided as she pulled the nose of her fighter down toward her dance partner. The psionic fighter was mocking her, it performed a pointless aileron roll for every attack it deflected away. Aura suspected it got bored as their fight turned into a close quarters chase between UNE battleships exchanging shots with the remaining Hashmedai fleet.

      Yep she’s done with me, Aura thought as the psionic fighter pulled up, and shot down two Solaris fighters.

      Aura refused to give up, continued her pursuit, and gave it her all. Anything she could do to keep the psionic fighter on her and away from the fleet saved lives in the end. Aura had the psionics moves down locked, she knew how to evade, when to attempt a strike, and nobody else did.

      The Leviathan crossed her path sometime later, its main guns lit up the inside of her cockpit with green light as it chased the ESV Benjamin Franklin. How does that bloody ship move so fast and gracefully? She thought. Leviathan’s speed and maneuverability was astonishing; it pivoted around as if it were a fighter or transport. Defensive turns, rolls, quick one-eighty spins, it was mind-blowing.

      “We got incoming, multiple ships,” Orbital said.

      More Hashmedai? It must have been a trick when they left. “Ah hell, everyone get ready, looks like we’re still not in the clear,” Aura said.

      “It’s not the Hashmedai,” Red Lotus said over the broadcast.

      “Then who the hell is it?” Aura said as she looked at her long-range scanner which was slowly being updated as the group of ships got closer.

      “I’m detecting Radiance signatures!” Orbital said. “I reckon about a dozen or so Radiance transports headin’ to us.”

      Aura’s computers eventually updated, Orbital was right there were multiple Radiance transports inbound. Some were heading toward Mars while others were heading toward the struggling UNE fleet.
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* * *

      ESV Sun Tzu, Mars orbit, Sol system

      “This is Viceroy Crimei of the Radiance Union, I heard you needed a hand.”

      The bridge crew couldn’t help but cheer as the Linl psionic’s face appeared on the central hologram. Stone cheered as well, internally, but it was a cheer nonetheless. She always projected the demeanor of a firm and emotionless leader and intended to keep that image in front of her skilled crew.

      “Late to the party,” Stone said to his hologram.

      “Second time that’s been said to me,” Crimei said. “I’m guessing that’s a common human saying?”

      “Admiral, Hashmedai interceptors are changing course,” Simons said. “They’re heading toward the Radiance transports.”

      Not on my watch, Stone thought. “I want every fighter not in engaged in combat to defend those transports at all costs!”
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* * *

      Gladius squadron, Mars orbit, Sol system

      A race toward the Radiance transports began consisting of Hashmedai interceptors and UNE Solaris fighters shooting everything they had at them during the sudden charge. Aura pulled away to join in, but not to deal with the interceptors, but to find her dance partner that had joined in the pursuit toward Radiance. Of all the interceptors below her, the psionic one needed to be taken out, now more than ever.

      She found it within the swarm, it was still highlighted on her HUD from earlier, her fighter b-lined toward it at half burn as her targeting scanner began to acquire a missile lock. The psionic fighter adjusted course and propelled toward a formation of eight transports, eight transports that had psionics aboard, psionics the fleet desperately needed to help level the playing field.

      The psionic interceptor was fast, it ended up moving past its fellow interceptors and became the lone Hashmedai interceptor that approached the eight transports. It was also at risk of becoming the lone interceptor that could shoot down all the transports. Aura hoped that the psionics aboard those transports had some fancy sorcery they were holding back on, as there was nothing else the rest of the Solaris fighters or her could do until they caught up.

      The psionic interceptor entered weapons range then rapidly pulled up and away from the transports. There was something else that caught its attention, something it deemed a bigger threat. Aura pulled up as well to get a better view, she saw a solo Solaris fighter exit a sub light burn into the AO. It swooped down while its rail guns discharged red lines at the psionic fighter.

      All hits splashed across its barrier much to Aura’s surprise.

      “Who the hell?” Aura transmitted to the fighter.

      “Aura is that you?” It was Gavin’s voice.

      Bollocks, he’s dead. “Penetrator?” It was Gavin, she recognized his laugher. “You fucking wanker, you’re supposed to be dead!”

      “I’m back and better than ever.”

      He wasn’t lying about that. Gavin’s fighter entered a dog fight with the psionic fighter, one that she’d never seen from a psionic interceptor. The speed and psionic sorcery on both sides was breath taking. Both had psionic overshields and used telekinesis to aid in the effectiveness of their offense and defense skills. Gavin didn’t need a weapons lock, he just blindly fired his missiles and they followed the psionic interceptor like a pack of angry attack dogs.

      Aura jumped into the fray as she got closer and the two put a tremendous amount of pressure on the psionic interceptor to force it to flee. The remaining Hashmedai interceptors arrived, but were no match for Gavin. He was now the deadly ace that singlehandedly turned seven interceptors into flaming chunks of exploding metal and debris.

      Missiles and rail gun fire from the UNE fleet began to swerve and chase Hashmedai targets. The transports carrying the Radiance backup arrived and delivered their unexpected gift of shipboard psionics to the UNE fleet. Reports of fighting on the surface of Mars began to transmit back up to the fleet. Radiance rangers and combat psionics began to assist marines in the deadly urban battlefield. Marines that were once pinned down began to push back against the Hashmedai, civilians who thought their days would come to an end, were rescued by teleporting psionics.

      Finally the good guys were winning.
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* * *

      Leviathan, Mars orbit, Sol system

      Chris was impressed how well he, Sarah and EVE meshed with Onatiasha and Zhinbryo as their boarding party passed deeper into the halls of the Leviathan. He suspected they were getting near the engine room as they found themselves boxed into a corner and faced attackers from all sides. Onatiasha stood at the tip of their defense spear like a medieval knight with her plasma sword and shield drawn.

      Chris, Sarah, and EVE’s rifles exploded from behind their cover as more Hashmedai warriors and guardians enter the halls. No psionics came after them, Chris suspected they were all busy using their powers to aid in the Leviathan’s combat powers. That was until two female psionics teleported behind them.

      And did the unthinkable.

      Protected them from the rest of the Hashmedai closing on them.

      One with short red hair used her powers to form a protective dome around them, while another with blue skin and long black hair destroyed their imposing adversaries with a torrent of white fighter balls from her arms. Once they were in the clear she faced them all, Chris saw she had two red gems with her. One was in the form of a pendant around her neck, the other was tucked way between her cleavage.

      Onatiasha and EVE began speaking to the two psionics that came to their aid in the Hashmedai language. The two ladies were clearly allies, and for that he was grateful. Maybe they’ll give us directions.

      Their conversation ended and EVE said to Chris in English. “Staff Sergeant, this is the Hashmedai psionic I encountered during their incursion aboard the Winston Churchill.”

      “The one that was aiding Onatiasha and Zhinbryo?”

      “Indeed this is her and she wishes to help us,” EVE said.

      “According to her more of our people are coming,” Onatiasha said. “It would be wise to accept her offer.”

      “She’s not kidding,” Sarah said as she looked at her motion detector. “Whatever they plan, they need to do it now those warriors are coming back for another run!”

      “Shall I instruct her to assist us?” EVE said.

      “Yes!” Chris and Sarah yelled.

      “Very well then,” EVE said and began to address the two psionic women in their language.

      Their group vanished via a wide teleportation. The warriors that arrived a minute later saw nothing but the aftermath of the chaos and violence as they stood above ash that was once their comrades.
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* * *

      “Admiral we are . . .”

      “I know, I know,” Yominv said, grumbling.

      Yominv stood from his seat and watched from the bridge’s forward windshield as the human fleet gained increased support from the Radiance psionics. Reports from the surface of Mars weren’t very promising either. They failed in destroying the human capital ships, while they had lost several during the battle, but all wasn’t lost.

      Yominv realized with Radiance here perhaps just perhaps the humans would still consider joining the union. The events unfolding before him only proved that humanity can only defend their world via luck and Radiance’s protective hand. If that idea, that realization could make it back to the President, it might be enough and if that’s the case, his job here was finished. True had the UNE fleet been destroyed and millions of human lives were killed it would increase the chances of that happening, but given the way things had played out he’d take those chances.

      “Have us and our loyal ships withdraw,” Yominv said as he sat back in his chair.

      “Understood,” Gayir said.

      “Find as many focused psionics as you can, I want to make a jump to Oyuri as soon as possible.”

      “What about the rest of our loyal ships?”

      “Have them leave the system for now and avoid the imperial loyal ships and humans. We’ll rendezvous with them when the time is right and . . . I want a full report of the commotion going on in the rest of the ship; I would hate to bring intruders back with us.”

      The Abyssal Pelican was the only other ship Yominv could rely on for assistance. Going back to the empire was not an option, the order lost their control if Kroshka took over. Hopefully our associates at Barnard’s Star converted more ships to our cause. He thought, for their days of manipulating fleets to do their bidding had come to an end.
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      Kasidey’s transport, Perseus Galactic arm

      Whigli had enough.

      He began to get dressed after finishing his cold and cleaning shower and sought out Kasidey wherever she was on their ship. He grew tired of being in the dark, tired of questions being answered with more questions. And now they were in a region of the galaxy nobody had explored, at least nobody from the corner of the galaxy they came from.

      He entered the lounge where he saw Kasidey laying down on a black and grey couch wearing nothing but a towel around her body as she had finished taking a shower not long ago. How are we going to make the galaxy a better place? I need to know. Now.

      He sat with her. She was reading information on a holo pad. “We need to talk,” he said.

      “What’s on your mind?” She placed the pad on the cube shaped structure. It was transparent, almost invisible until the holo pad was resting on it when it became translucent with soft light blue colors.

      “Nothing, since you haven’t spoken much in last few days. What’s on your mind is what I should be asking.”

      “Well we’re far enough away from the arm of the galaxy everyone we knew is in.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You won’t compromise our mission if I tell you exactly what’s going on.”

      “So you have been keeping things from me?”

      “It was for your own good, for our own good.” Whigli grimaced with frustration. “Relax,” she said. “I’ll try to explain the best I can.”
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* * *

      Captured Pirate ship, Derkurio orbit, Morutrin system

      Danyal searched for his data pad inside the medical lab Odelea made to help her study him and his immunity to the virus that caused people to turn into the wraith. Her most recent tests had put him on edge, just enough to make it hard for him to sleep at times. Expected side effects she told him. Their small team had made little progress in the last few days and it began to make him worry if their efforts would be for nothing, thus adding to his sleeping problems.

      If that was going to be the case, they were probably better off fixing up the ship and fleeing someplace far away where the wraith couldn’t follow. And perhaps help him search for Rana. At last he found his data pad amongst Odelea’s floating clutter, scanners, and test tubes.

      He began to read its contents, there was one more major log entry, followed by a long list of files and video recordings.
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* * *

      EDF outpost Hope city, Foicanta, Proxima Centauri system

      Eight years ago . . .

      Days had passed since EDF’s deadly assault on the Celestial Order base in which several Radiance cruisers under order control tried to bombard the mountain complex with plasma to wipe out evidence of their actions. The Abyssal Sword singlehandedly managed to fend for itself during the battle and took minor damage as the order controlled ships fled. Lucky for Gengei and his crew most of the order controlled ships were interested in trying to glass the region rather than attack his ship.

      Corporal Rana Farhadi felt grateful for the room she and Cooper found as it provided a place for them to stay safe as they found extracted data that was being purged from the computers and acquired their sought-after targets, Nodevar and his psionic partner Veinea. After Nodevar and Veinea’s capture, they were forced to use language learning interfaces. General knowledge of English was downloaded into their brains over the course of nine days, after that the second phase in their interrogation began.

      Rana entered an interrogation room in the EDF base and stood in front of a two-way mirror. She watched with a certain amount of enjoyment Gomez’s attempt to extract information from Nodevar. The Hashmedai assassin was bound with a slave collar around his neck as he was forced to lie on the floor with wet towel draped over his face. Gomez stood next him with a jug full of water.

      Waterboarding.

      Gomez’s method however was slightly modified. Hashmedai hated the heat, and so he used warm water to pour across Nodevar’s face. It caused the Hashmedai to gag and hiss as if he was drowning in a warm hot tub. Kasidey Hawke, days earlier, used a similar technique on Veinea to get information out of her, only ice-cold water was used. Aryile hated the cold. Rana had witnessed what might have been the first time human advanced interrogation methods, were used on aliens.

      Unlike Nodevar however, Veinea was cooperative and came forward with information. After three splashes of water, she revealed everything. Nodevar however continued to resist. Understandable, he’s a trained assassin; she was a shipboard psionic turned order member.

      “Still being a bitch, huh?” Rana said to Cooper as he watched Gomez do his thing.

      “He’s more resistant than the other,” Cooper said. “Surprisingly considering their allegiances Veinea is a fully-fledged member of the order, Nodevar is just a hired gun. He doesn’t believe in their gods or any other.”

      “So we’re wasting our time with him, she has answers he doesn’t.”

      “Colonel Irons isn’t convinced, he wants to hear what both have to say in case of any inconsistency with their story.”

      “Well I got better things to waste my time on,” Rana said as Gomez held the jug of water above Nodevar’s towel covered face.

      “Such as?”

      “Gengei’s team managed to decrypt the intel we found. They want to speak to one of us about what was discovered. Since Jefe has his hands full it looks like that’s me.”

      Nodevar’s bound body squirmed as the waterboarding continued. Gomez had a smirk on his face, the same one that was forming on Rana’s face. Nothing better than a suffering Hashmedai.

      “You’re the next one up? Wouldn’t it be Stepanovich?”

      “She isn’t one for words and asked me to go. You know how she is, plus Hawke and her team are busy . . . so.”
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* * *

      Abyssal Sword, Foicanta orbit, Proxima Centauri system

      Rana traveled to the Abyssal Sword via a transport. She entered the bridge after boarding and walked toward Gengei who stood at a computer terminal next to two or three other Radiance officers. The screen in front of them shined with blue and white light across their faces as it projected a long list of text and numbers written in Radiance. English translations appeared next to those words as Rana stepped next to them.

      “Captain,” she said to Gengei.

      “Ah yes.” He nodded to her.

      “The lieutenant is busy right now, I’m here in his place.”

      “I see, speaking with your captured targets?”

      “Something like that.”

      Gengei pointed to the screen with his artificial arm. “As you know, the Celestial Order had a major operation here. This is the data that was retrieved before they escaped and purged their data banks. I will provide you a data crystal containing these findings. But . . .”

      He stopped to show her pictures and video of humans being experimented on, some of them started to transform into . . . What the hell? Psionic zombies?

      “The humans kidnapped on Foicanta were all tested on,” Gengei said. “The results of those tests were transmitted to an outpost in a system your people call Barnard’s Star.”

      Gengei handed her a data crystal that contained the findings from their efforts. She pulled out her data pad and inserted the crystal into it. She quickly swiped across the touch screen as the intel started to load. Chatter amongst the bridge crew increased. There was a certain level of urgency by the sounds of their Radiance voices. Something was afoot and she ended all thoughts of leaving to head back to the surface until she found out what was up.

      Gengei returned to his captain’s chair and began issuing orders. Rana looked toward the windshield and saw a strange sight. A blue wave appeared beyond the horizon of the tidally locked planet, it was a vortex that looked like a hole in space. A Radiance cruiser slipped out from it. Its configuration was different like it was refitted with some sort of high end tech. Light blue orbs covered the hull of the ship from top to bottom.

      Its main guns targeted the Sword.

      And opened fired.

      Rana quickly opened up a comm link to the base below. “This is corporal Farhadi, the Abyssal Sword is under attack!”

      There was no reply. At first, she assumed it was the communication delay, given their distance. Fifteen seconds passed, they should have replied by then. She tried repeatedly as the Sword jolted from the nonstop plasma barrage while Radiance battle stations alarms rang.

      “We’re under attack as well, Corporal!” Cooper said at last. “Please stand by.” She heard people yelling and gun fire in the background of his communication.

      That ship must have teleported troops into the base. “Captain?” Rana said to Gengei who neglected to speak any English to keep her in the loop.

      “I do not know how to explain this,” Gengei said. “We were the only ship in the sector, scans and psionics reported no vessel incoming!”

      “It’s like it appeared out of nowhere—”

      She lost her balance as the Sword took a hit from the side.

      “My people on the surface are being attacked as well,” she said.

      “They probably teleported an assault team to the surface,” Gengei said.

      The tremors continued, every three seconds it got worst, she wasn’t a ship expert, but she had a solid feeling their shields were on the verge of shattering.

      “Corporal,” Gomez transmitted frantically to her. “We’re gettin’ ripped apart here we could use some assistance.” She heard an explosion in the background of his last transmission, Gomez followed by saying. “Or an evac.”

      Rana relayed the situation to Gengei. “I will send my psionic team down. This ship, it is too powerful we cannot remain here, we will fall back once your people are aboard.”

      “If we’re still alive, I’m surprised they haven’t boarded us with their psionics.”

      “There are three psionics assigned to this ship,” Gengei said. “I had the mind shield modified to only allow for their signatures to be teleported on and off the ship.”

      “Didn’t know that was possible.”

      “With newer versions it is, most people won’t utilize it in case of unexpected emergencies.”

      “What made you want to use it?”

      “The command ship that attacked your world.” Gengei held up his artificial cybernetic arm for her to see. “This arm. I would not have lost it if the Hashmedai had not used the maximum security features.”

      The gravity on the bridge became nonexistent due to the absence of the psionic team. Rana wished she could have helped as the crew did their jobs during the battle. But she wasn’t Radiance nor navy personnel. She was a fighter, nothing more. She saw the view of Foicanta move away and the bright glare of the red dwarf Proxima Centauri came into sight. The Sword was on the move, which meant either everyone at the base below was dead or brought aboard.

      Proxima Centauri’s light slowly moved out of sight as the Sword entered sub light speeds and with that, came an end to the rumbling and frantic screaming bridge crew members. They were safe for now, and it didn’t seem like the modified enemy ship was in pursuit. Gengei asked his second in command to take control of the bridge, or so she assumed as he got up and moved toward the elevator, she followed behind.

      “There were casualties,” Gengei said to her as the elevator doors slid shut and made its descent to the lower decks.

      “How many made it out?”

      “Not enough.”

      The elevator doors opened rapidly and the brightly-lit hallways of the Radiance cruiser appeared. Gengei used handle bars on the walls to pull himself through as Rana followed behind. They entered the infirmary where dozens of EDF personnel were being treated by weightless doctors. Many of them were badly burned. A few others had dislocated arms and legs, signs that a psionic tossed them around with telekinesis.

      She saw Cooper amongst the survivors with a bloody gash on his forehead then later Stepanovich, not a scratch on her. Gomez? Shit, she couldn’t find him. She pushed further into the infirmary while Gengei spoke with the doctors. She wanted to personally thank the psionic team for risking their lives, but none of them were around, not a good sight. Gengei had mentioned there were only three psionics aboard.

      She meandered past a bed were doctors diligently worked on saving the life of one psionic from Gengei’s team. The burns and bullet holes on his body gave Rana enough information to know what happened to the rest, it was a vicious battle. She cringed to think of how many EDF personnel were left behind. She found Gomez at last as he floated next to armed rangers that hovered before Nodevar and Veinea. This must have been his doing, she thought as she looked at their captured POWs. There’s no way Radiance would have willfully rescued a Hashmedai and Celestial Order member, prisoner or not.

      “Someone wanna tell me what the fuck is going on?” Gomez shouted.

      “A cruiser, probably under control of the order, attacked us,” Rana said to him. “It just appeared out of nowhere.”

      “Like a space bridge jump?”

      “Like it passed through a hole in space.”

      “A wormhole,” Gengei said.

      The two faced him with confused looks on their face. “Is that even possible?” Rana asked.

      “If this was an hour ago I would have said no,” Gengei said. “But from what my crew tells me plus what we saw . . .”

      “That ship looked very different compared to Radiance cruisers,” Rana said. “Someone did some heavy moding to it.”

      Heckling laugher left Veinea’s mouth as she overheard their conversation. Gomez faced her and grimaced. “What the fuck are you laughing at?” he said.

      “How little you know,” Veinea said.

      “If you got something else to add you better spit it now or unless you want another ice-cold session,” Rana said.

      “Honestly, I had no idea that ship was in service,” Veinea said. “It was an experiment, our associates found a way to merge our technology with Lyonria technology.”

      “Lyonria?” Gomez said.

      “An extinct ancient civilization,” Gengei said.

      “Not extinct,” Veinea said.

      “More of them exist?” Gengei asked.

      Veinea kept silent and looked at Nodevar who did the same.

      “Yo fuck this, put them both out the fucking airlock!” Gomez yelled.

      Gengei concurred and ordered two rangers to grab onto Veinea and Nodevar.

      “Wait!” Veinea said finally having realized they were serious.

      The Rangers stopped as Gengei directed them to hold. Gomez moved in front of Veinea and said. “Spill the beans. I saw some good people die for no fucking reason just now including the psionics that came to bail us out.”

      “Tell them everything,” Nodevar muttered in his Russian sounding accent. “Because from what it looks like we’ll be working together.”

      “Oh, is that so?”

      Nodevar pointed toward the dead psionic on the operating table. Rana took a double look and realized the doctors had moved away and covered his body up.

      “Unless you have other psionics available I’d say he was your last one,” Nodevar said. “Veinea was once a psionic aboard the Abyssal Explorer. She can be your replacement if you allow her to.”

      “Out of the question,” Gengei said.

      “Suit yourself,” Nodevar said. “But this system might be overrun with wraith unless you do something about it.”

      “Wraith,” Rana said under her breath. She remembered that word was used in the intel she had loaded into her data pad. She quickly grabbed a hold of her data pad and fingered the screen and flipped past page after page until she found it. Wraith, it was a label the order gave to the humans they successfully performed tests on. “Those things we saw in those cryopods,” she said, showing everyone the images on her data pad.

      “Weapons created by the Lyonria,” Nodevar said.

      “By the gods!” Veinea said to Nodevar.

      “Whatever.” Nodevar shrugged. “Lyonria ruins were discovered in the far reaches of this system, the order managed to convince the scientists there to join their cause and give the secrets they found to them.”

      Veinea stared angrily at him. “Nodevar . . .”

      Nodevar continued and revealed the information Gomez failed to extract from him. “Humans, for reasons I don’t know, when converted into wraith perform the best. The order has been trying to study this case in an attempt to build an army of human wraiths.”

      It all began to make sense to Rana. “The missing colonists.”

      “All became test subjects,” Nodevar said.

      “What about that ship?” Gengei asked.

      “I don’t know,” Nodevar said. “The answers to that are heading to Earth as we speak aboard the Abyssal Seeker.”

      Rana began to sweat, and it wasn’t due to the hot, humid temperatures of the ship. “The Seeker, isn’t that the ship Major Vaughan and her team boarded?” she said.

      “The Major didn’t board it,” Veinea said. “A Whisper agent managed to infiltrate the base a few years ago and escaped, her name was Vaish. She swapped her body with the Major.”

      “You’re full of shit,” Gomez said, Rana hoped he was right.

      Veinea said. “Don’t believe me? Go through the data you stole from the base, there’s an incident report about it. The real Major Vaughan is on a ship traveling to Rasi under a new identity. Vaish is going to Earth to escape from our associates.”

      “Farhadi?” Gomez said to Rana, prompting her to search her data pad to confirm what was said.

      “It’s true,” Rana said, after finding the report. “It would also explain the attack in Unity city, you were asked to track and kill Vaish as she posed as the Major.”

      “The order wanted me to deal with her,” Nodevar said. “The empire wanted me to deal with a human male.”

      “The Major is fake, we got to warn Earth,” Gomez said to Gengei.

      “That won’t be possible, the battle damaged our long-range communication systems. We can only speak with close ships, and with no psionic . . .”

      “And we lost the base,” Gomez said as he looked toward Veinea. “How about her?”

      “I wouldn’t know what mind to reach anyways,” Veinea said.

      Nodevar formed a smug grin as he brushed his long black hair back. “So there you have it. Now you owe us.”

      “We owe you nothing!” Gengei shouted.

      “We know where to find that ship, if you want the lives of the humans and Radiance on the surface to continue you’ll destroy that ship,” Nodevar said.

      “You seem eager to help us kill your own people,” Gomez said.

      “As I said before, I’m not with the order. I’m only working for them to get my reward.”

      “And what is that?”

      “My mate, they said they could heal her. During your assault they took her cryopod aboard one of their ships. Help us find her, then you can do what you want with them.”

      “Us?”

      “Yes, us.”

      Both Gengei and Veinea sighed and said together. “Gods forgive me.”
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* * *

      Abyssal Sword, edge of Proxima Centauri system

      The Abyssal Sword decelerated from its multi-hour sub light journey to the far reaches of the system. There was a small gathering of Radiance cruisers including the mysterious and heavily modified one, laced with Lyonria technology. The ships were all under control of the Celestial Order and took notice of the presence of the Sword as it approached, their weapons ports ready for a fight.

      Veinea’s slave collar was removed and given full access to the psionic station aboard the bridge. It seemed worth the risk. Gomez, Hawke, and Rana were fully geared in their protect suits with their shields active. They pointed their rifles toward Veinea, just in case she tried to pull something unwanted.

      “I can’t focus with weapons aimed at me, dear,” Veinea said to them.

      Gomez smirked. “Too bad. Dear.”

      Veinea shut her eyes to focus and carry out her part of the plan. Convince the order ships to stand-down and accept the story that she and Nodevar took control of the ship. More reason for EDF to point guns at her, she could have easily revealed the truth without anyone knowing. If the ships failed to stand down, they were going to deal with her, and were prepared for an all-out battle with a psionic.

      “Hmm they believe me but . . .” Veinea opened her eyes. “They want to speak face to face.”

      Nodevar laughed and walked toward Gengei’s captain’s chair. “What do you want demon?” Gengei said to him.

      “Your chair.”

      “Out of the question.”

      “We need to make this look convincing,” Nodevar said. “A Hashmedai sitting in the captain’s chair of a Radiance ship will do just the trick.”

      Gengei reluctantly played along and allowed Nodevar to take his seat like he owned the place. Rana and the rest of the EDF personnel were asked to step back toward the far end of the bridge to avoid being seen during the visual exchange. The rest of the Radiance bridge followed suit. The stage was set, and a holographic communication was established with Nodevar posing as the new commander of the ship, and Veinea behind as the new XO and shipboard psionic.

      Words were exchanged in their foreign alien language, Veinea said a few things before the communication ended. “Good news, I make a pretty convincing captain,” Nodevar said.

      Gengei wasted no time running back to his chair and demanded Nodevar to. “Get out!”

      Nodevar pointed to a ship at the far end of the small order fleet as everyone resumed their original positions on the bridge. “That one has my mate.” His finger pointed toward the mysterious ship from the most recent attack. “And that one there is the prototype ship.”

      “Prototype, the only one I hope?” Gengei said.

      “To our knowledge yes,” Veinea said. “Destroy it and they lose it forever since all data pertaining to it was wiped out during your raid.”

      “We are just one ship,” Gengei said.

      “They don’t expect us to be hostile,” Veinea said. “We’ll board it and take control of it.”

      “I’ll do the same and search for her,” Nodevar said.

      “You’ll be on your own for that,” Gomez said to him.

      “I don’t need your help once I’m aboard.”

      “Keep in mind, the order will attack and destroy that ship if they feel you will be taking control of it,” Veinea said.

      “If they can’t have it, nobody will. I’m fine with that outcome,” Hawke said. “With that said, we could use that tech.”

      “I can teleport you all aboard your respective ships,” Veinea said. “However I can only risk one teleport to the prototype. Once they see me show up with armed fighters . . .”

      “All hell breaks loose,” Hawke said. “The question is who gets to join the fun?”

      “You will,” Gengei said. “My men would rather cut off their own cocks and put them out the airlock than except aid from a heretic. The fact that I’m allowing her to work as our psionic and had to adjust the mind shield to accept her powers is . . . Sacrilegious.”

      “I’m allowing myself to hurt my fellow order followers to save my own scales,” Veinea said. “That is sacrilegious.”

      “And I got to sit in your chair,” Nodevar said as he stepped closer to Veinea.

      “Do not remind me,” Gengei said. “Heretics and demons helping me. Gods forgive me!”

      Gomez looked at Gengei, then Nodevar, and Veinea and said. “I’m sorry but, you guys are fucked. Ya’ll need Jesus!”
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* * *

      Prototype ship, edge of Proxima Centauri system

      Veinea teleported the two EDF teams aboard the prototype ship after dropping Nodevar off to search for his mate on an unsuspecting order controlled cruiser. EDF-2 and EDF-3 rematerialized from the teleport as Veinea left to resume her duties back on the Sword. The crew inside the prototype ship, as expected, ran for cover as the eight heavily armed Special Forces soldiers plowed through the halls. Strangely enough there was gravity aboard the ship.

      They made their way past unsuspecting rangers in gun battles that didn’t last thanks to the aid of their MRF and wall running or leaping skills. They interior of the ship was different from their experience of being aboard Radiance ships. They became lost quickly, it didn’t help that Veinea failed to teleport them directly to bridge. Rana suspected it could have been a set up for a trap. Nevertheless they pushed on and hoped for the best. Push came to shove, they could just leap out the airlock as they had the gear needed to survive.

      Their trek to take the bridge led them into a central room full of cryostasis pods, computers and surprised scientists with rangers protecting them. None of them survived the bullet storm created by the EDF teams as they entered. The room they entered didn’t look like a cryo chamber, but rather a storage area, an area that held the pods and lab equipment that was taken from the order base. Rana examined some of the pods and saw wraith inside a few of them, and a Hashmedai female inside another. She wore black attire, assassin’s armor her hair was short and blue with fair skin tone.

      “Isn’t that his bitch?” Rana said, pointing to the pod.

      “Hashmedai female assassin,” Gomez said, looking at the pod. “The same one from the vids, that’s got to be her.”

      Hawke moved in closer to take a look and said. “If she’s here, then what the fuck is he doing over there?”

      “Captain,” Gomez transmitted to the Abyssal Sword. “We found Nodevar’s target here.”

      The ship thundered and made growling sounds, Rana looked out the window and saw the reason for it. All the order controlled ships began to fire upon the prototype ship. The Abyssal Sword swooped in and began to fire its main plasma cannons in an attempt to peel the ships off the prototype.

      “Guess they clued in on our assault,” she said. “We need to get to the bridge ASAP.”

      All of that was put on hold as psionics teleported next to them along with rangers decked out in full combat armor. “Take cover!” Hawke yelled.

      The eight were pinned down as they used overturned cryopods and computers for extra protection. They were trapped as there was only one way in and out of the room and the Celestial Order made sure nobody got past it as they formed a deadly choke point around it. Multiple calls for Veinea to teleport in were made, none were answered. They held their ground and hoped that Veinea would arrive. Fires broke out as a result of the battle inside and outside of the ship.

      One by one, their shields began to shatter within the smoke-filled room. Rana rose from her cover to assess the situation, at least three EDF personnel were dead as more Celestial Order forces came in into the room. A thunderous blast hit the ship, it’s shields were down for sure, plasma missiles and cannons were impacting directly unto the hull.

      The Celestial Order forces slowly backed away then teleported out one by one as a new group teleported aboard. It was Veinea and Nodevar. About fucking time! Rana thought as Gomez rose to direct them out of their dire situation. “Get us outta—”

      It was the last words Gomez said on the ship as he was thrown against wall via a telekinetic push delivered by Veinea flicking her finger toward him. It was a trap, Rana thought as she aimed her rifle toward the two. It was ripped away from her hands by Veinea’s powers and flung into the corner. Nodevar moved to free his mate from the pod while Rana ducked down and searched for her magnetic pistol, her data pad came loose during the frantic search.

      She looked at her helmet’s visor, she and Hawke were the only ones left with active vitals. Everyone else was dead, dying or knocked out. She looked over at Hawke who was still behind cover, they both nodded while Rana held onto her pistol. If this was going to be the end, they were going to take out Veinea and Nodevar in the process.

      They rose with guns blazing, a second too late. Nodevar successfully revived his partner. There were two Hashmedai assassins in play and the newcomer to the battle was quick to grab her blades and jump port behind Hawke. Her rapid strikes brought to an end what little shield power Hawke had. Rana switched her aim toward the female assassin, only to see it thrust her dagger into the lower back of Hawke. Sparks burst out as the electronics inside her suit burned out from the intense heat from the plasma blade.

      Rana felt her body become numb, she was paralyzed. Her body hovered a meter off the floor as Veinea lifted her hands in unison. An invisible grip wrapped around Rana’s neck, cutting off all air and blood circulation, Veinea was strangling her to death. The female assassin moved away from Hawke’s body as Rana’s visor updated, another solider flat lined. An argument broke out between Veinea and the female assassin, one that got Nodevar in a panic as he moved in to break it up.

      The assassin’s plasma daggers charged up again and began to swing, this time toward Nodevar and Veinea. A massive explosion from the hallways erupted, the ship began to spiral out of control as gravity went offline and multiple sections were exposed to space. Rana felt the psionic hold on her body end and her weightless body tumble and spiral aimlessly throughout the room amongst the dead or unconscious.

      She felt pain, intense pain from her chest. She looked down and saw a piece of shrapnel lodged into her, no doubt shot toward her from the most recent explosion. Blood was floating away from the wound and she was too weak to do much about it thanks to the after effects of the psionic grip and her body slipping into shock. Ceilings, walls, floors, ceiling again, Rana’s body tumbled and rolled while her vision slowly faded to black.

      She managed to catch a glimpse of Nodevar, he was stabbed and bleeding badly. I guess that’s how Hashmedai couples break up, she thought. Rana’s last glimpse of Veinea before she passed out was the Aryile psionic’s cybernetic implants glowing blue, in preparation for a teleport.
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* * *

      Lettielia placed her twin plasma daggers away after the Aryile psionic slipped away into the flash of blue light along with Nodevar. She looked at her arms, they were covered in small tubes, someone had been injecting something into her body, something she hadn’t agreed to. Her last memories were being aboard the Voidwraith in orbit around Earth. She and Nodevar were fighting Phylarlie and Whigli then Phylarlie gained the upper hand and stabbed her. She didn’t die, though the wound was clearly fatal, it was a deep stab from a plasma dagger.

      Nodevar grabbed her, pulled her away then said some words. She couldn’t remember, everything went dark, then she woke up on this strange ship.

      A voice had called out to her.

      It told her to kill Veinea and Nodevar. Nivrui, Aviuheart and Emelia, the goddesses, Lettielia had no idea who they were, yet when they spoke the names etched themselves into her mind.

      “The Lettielia needs to escape,” a voice said. “The Lettielia only needs to remember she is no longer the same person she was.”

      A high pitch ringing noise shattered her thoughts and a vision came into her mind. The tubes in her arm, she saw the origin of them, experiments were being performed on her dying body. She saw herself laying on a table as Celestial Order doctors operated on her. Nodevar stood in the corner, worried for her. They told him they could save her provided he helped them with some projects. How sweet of him, she thought. That was until she discovered what came afterward. Lyonria genes were spliced with hers.

      They were trying to resurrect the Lyonria race by using her body and others. Traces of DNA from a psionic that used to be on the transport she came into the system on had been discovered. The psionic was a female Hashmedai, young and slender, with long green hair, her name was Chidorli. Lettielia’s body was exposed to traces of her DNA that was found aboard the transport as part of their tests. Lettielia learned from the vision that some Lyonria were shape shifters and when exposed to enough genetic material of their target, they can assume their form. Lettielia now had such skills due to her DNA being tampered with.

      An automated computer alert sounded with what little power was left within the ship. Life support was minutes away from total failure, all hands were to abandon ship. Lettielia thought about her body transforming into the green haired psionic, and she did with minimal effort. A data pad flipped about inside the room as she made the transformation, it was left on record by the user of it, she smiled and waved to it as the screen turned to face and record her. Lettielia was now a fully fledged psionic complete with all the gifts a psionic had. She teleported out into space as a psionic barrier kept her alive.

      She looked down and saw the wreckage of the prototype she was on along with the remains of several other ships. There was a battle fought here not long ago, and no signs of survivors. Four hours passed while Lettielia remained idle in space inside in her bubble of protective grace amongst the debris and mangled ships. She wasn’t worried, the voice told her not to be, it told her help was on the way. It was right. A transport ship of unknown origin came to a full stop next to her and she teleported aboard.

      The corridors of the transport were strange, they were shaped like a triangle. Lights turned on as a motion sensor detected her presence. The floors were white and shiny, like they were recently polished, same with the walls and ceiling.

      She continued walking deeper into the ship while the voice said to her. “Those that follow the true path have been lost, you are all that remain.”

      “What am I?” Lettielia asked the voice.

      “Reborn, the Lettielia is Lyonria.”

      “I am Hashmedai!”

      “Lyonria once dominated the stars and will do so again with your assistance,” the voice said. “Return to the world known as Earth. Free the Hannah, bring a powerful psionic to the gathering.”

      Lettielia entered what looked like the cockpit. She went to sit on the main chair in front of what looked like the flight controls of the ship, there was a marvelous looking red gem resting on it. Knowledge of how to operate the craft projected into her mind as she picked up the gem, along with full knowledge of the Lyonria language. The experience was . . . divine, only a deity could make such a thing like this happen.

      “The gods are real,” Lettielia said as she began to take control of the transport.

      “Goddesses,” the voice said.

      A figure appeared beside her. It was a woman who looked like Princess Kroshka as a human. She had long black hair, wore a white gown that looked as if it were glowing and radiating light. The name of the woman etched into her mind, it was Emelia.

      “Carry out your task,” Emelia said to her.

      “And I suppose the goddesses will reward me?”

      “No, they will not,” Emelia said. “I will.”

      Emelia vanished as Lettielia reached out to touch her.

      Lettielia looked at the reflection of herself in the windshield of the ship as it flew away at speeds she didn’t think were possible. The reflection that shined back was her still in the form of the green haired psionic Chidorli. She began to focus on her natural state and her body began to melt and revert back to the Hashmedai assassin she always remembered. It was a trick that would come in handy in the future. Later she felt the presence of a third body she could form into, one that wasn’t there earlier.

      She began to focus and shape shift into that form. Once again, her body melted as if it were becoming liquid, then reformed into a human woman with long brown hair. It was the woman she killed after being released from cryostasis, her blood must have splashed all over her when she killed it, and so her DNA got absorbed by her newfound Lyonria genes.

      As the days went on, Lettielia discovered that small traces of the memories of the people she was able to transform into came into her thoughts. Chidorli was name of the psionic girl, she had a romantic attachment to Whigli, and old associate of hers and Nodevar and Jerut. The human woman went by the name Kasidey Hawke. It was the perfect cover for her return to Earth.

      What remained was for her to figure out who Hannah was and where to find a psionic she could work with and bring to this gathering Emelia spoke about. She hoped that Whigli would be found on Earth, if so he’d be easy to manipulate with her newfound powers and her knowledge of him from Chidorli’s memories and her own.
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* * *

      Kasidey’s transport, Perseus Galactic arm

      Present day . . .

      Whigli slowly backed away from Kasidey as she finished her story.

      “You’re Lettielia,” he whispered in shock.

      Kasidey’s body melted and reverted back to her original body, that of the Hashmedai assassin Whigli worked with when he first came to Earth, Lettielia. “Had you known the truth you wouldn’t have been so helpful,” she said.

      He got up from the couch, still frightened at what he had learned, she pursued him with a glowing grin on her face. Last time Whigli checked Lettielia was trying to kill him, now she was back and had been the whole time. He tripped during his backpedal and she climbed over the top of him, still grinning and laughing at him. He held back on using his psionic gifts as rational thinking kicked back in. If she really wanted him dead, he’d be dead already, what was there to fear?

      “What’s this gathering?”

      “I wish I knew,” she said. “But it will make the galaxy a better place, that’s what the dreams keep telling me. And the voice of Emelia.”
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      Buried Linl ship, Derkurio, Morutrin system

      Eicelea waited for Vynei to give her the go ahead to move.

      The two were alone inside the old buried ship as they tried to make their way to the rear computer terminal on the bridge, or what was left of it after all these centuries. A few wraiths still lurked within the pitch-black halls, and it was his job to keep an eye out for them as she checked computer after computer looking for an old data crystal that would help them unlock the secrets to the wormhole stowed in the hold of the ship.

      Vynei gave Eicelea the signal to move, and her tiny body leaped up and ran toward the console. It was the last one that wasn’t checked, and therefore was the one that had what they were looking for. Well she hoped at least, if it wasn’t there then they were in for a lot of trouble in terms of getting back to Oyuri.

      On that note of trouble, Eicelea stopped as she stood on and crushed a piece of broken glass on the floor. The sound was loud enough to send every wraith close by to charge over.

      “Not good, not good!” She panicked as her bodyguard leaped out from his cover with his rifle blazing.

      Trin’s teleportation light provided enough light for her to see exactly how many wraiths had entered the bridge before he teleported them back to the Dark Star.
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* * *

      Dark Star, Derkurio orbit, Morutrin system

      “We almost got it,” Eicelea said as Phylarlie and Odelea entered the cockpit where Trin had teleported himself and the two.

      Odelea winced at the news, finding the cure to the virus was only half of their work. The other half was activating the wormhole so that they could deliver it back to Oyuri. Odelea translated to Phylarlie the results of their last attempt. She shook her head and raged.

      “Three fucking times,” Phylarlie said. “This is getting old.”

      “Ready to go back?” Odelea asked as nicely as possible, hoping it would convince them to say yes.

      “No!” was the direct reply Eicelea gave her. “And I don’t understand why we must do it.”

      “Have you forgotten already, boss?” Vynei said.

      “Silence you,” Eicelea said, cutting him off.

      Odelea pointed to Phylarlie and the huge claw mark across the back of her outfit, which to Odelea’s surprise was armor. “The wraith are growing stronger, they can detect psionic presence even through stealth.”

      “Tell them to get it together or all of this would have been for nothing,” Phylarlie said.

      Eicelea and Vynei had become the only two capable of traveling down into the ship due to the wraith’s newfound talent. Danyal was needed for more of Odelea’s tests, plus Phylarlie didn’t want to risk any more harm coming to her than she already had. Odelea was the brains of their operation and was deemed too valuable and Phylarlie and Trin couldn’t go due to their psionic powers. Besides, Odelea knew very well the voice that kept asking her to do things would force her to return. It wanted her to find a cure, and so it wanted to her to stay away from all danger. It was best she stayed put and avoid any more embarrassing problems due to losing control of her body and mind.
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* * *

      Captured Pirate ship, Derkurio orbit, Morutrin system

      Both the Dark Star and Pirate ship remained in orbit around Derkurio and were linked together via their side airlock entrances. Odelea periodically moved back and forth between the two and used its medical bay as a test lab to search for a cure. It’s also where Danyal spent most of his days as he was her primary subject to study.

      She entered the medical bay and saw Danyal diligently view contents of his data pad. A pad that apparently had some data on it in regard to the wraith, and possibly more. She was happy to see that he didn’t notice her enter, as she didn’t want to interrupt him in case he discovered new information on the pad. She pushed off the walls and floated next to her work station to review the results of her most recent tests.

      “Well, shit,” Danyal said, putting his data pad away.

      “I’m sorry,” Odelea said to him.

      “It’s okay, I’m done. I’m glad you’re here in fact.” Danyal kicked off the wall to gain the momentum needed to reach her at the far end of the medical bay. As he approached he handed her the data pad. “Take a look at this.”

      She looked at it closely and scrolled through downloaded data regarding the wraith, data she hadn’t seen previously. It included early tests the order conducted on humans they kidnapped on Foicanta. Danyal also took the liberty to show Odelea recorded videos, logs, and pictures a human named Rana made, the previous owner of the data pad.

      Odelea looked up at Danyal and smiled. “This is perfect!”

      “All that weird shit you think is perfect?”

      “Oh. No I—”

      “I get what you meant, relax.”

      Odelea returned to her computer station with Danyal’s data pad in hand, and began to transfer over the files he discovered on it and resumed her work. She was glad Phylarlie and him managed to bring the pirate ship back as it gave her access to computers she felt more comfortable working with, the pirate ship was of Radiance design after all.

      “I may have helped bring the wraith into existence, but I wasn’t part of the team that conducted early tests,” Odelea said. “These people were, I can use this information to help synthesize a cure faster.”

      “Hope she’s alright,” Danyal said. “Rana that is, the woman that once owned that data pad.”

      Odelea could see the cause for his concern as she watched the last recorded video of the data pad. A violent gun battle against the Celestial Order, her comrades killed or injured, then the getting impaled by debris.

      “That psionic teleported out with others,” Odelea said in an attempt to cheer him up.

      “That psionic also betrayed them; I doubt she took them along for the ride.” The two watched the playback show a Hashmedai assassin morph into a green hair psionic. Odelea recognized the assassin as the one that attacked her on Earth. “Then there’s her, I need to find out where she went off to.”

      “How did she do that? Changed her form just like that.”

      “She’s the one that sold me this pad. I didn’t ask many questions at first. I was just happy to see I got a lead on my search for Rana.”

      Odelea asked Danyal to lay back five minutes later as she held into a medical scanner and began to take new readings of his body. With the new scans, combined with the new data she acquired from his data pad she went back to work. Typing, studying, testing, hypnotizing, she lost track of the hours that went by and neglected to eat or drink. She was grateful Danyal was looking out for her and returned with water and rations from the Dark Star later.

      Her new push for knowledge had led her to the discovery that because Danyal was half human and half Hashmedai, the virus rejected him. It was programmed to seek out pure DNA genes, and it didn’t take into account of crossbreeding. This is it, she thought, the basis to a cure and vaccine was found. She would need to find a way to trick the virus into thinking people are crossbreed so that it would reject them.

      She browsed through some of the old files found on the Linl hardware picked up at the dig site. The hard drives contained information and old reports from the old Linl government. One report caught Odelea’s Aryile eyes, an old Linl study on gene therapy. It was one of the many technology advancements that were forbidden to be used in Radiance pending an investigation to see if it goes against the word and will of the gods.

      Religion and politics were the last things on her mind, however pleasing the voice in her head was. And that voice wanted the same thing she wanted, to save the galaxy from this new and insidious threat. She reviewed the reports and carefully studied it. She used the equipment in the medical bay and the equipment recovered from the surface and created a basic set up for the gene therapy.

      The idea was simple, a gene therapy treatment that would mask the genes of someone’s body and make it appear as if they were crossbreed between two races. Several simulations were run as she got a working model going, none of them showed to be effective, the virus still infected the host. After carefully looking at the results, she discovered rather quickly that the gene therapy that used human genes did indeed work.

      Then it hit her. The human wraith were sought after by the order as human DNA was unique, only tampered with in ancient times by an unknown intelligence, possibly the Lyonria themselves. There was indeed proof that they had interest in the human, Linl home worlds according to the hologram found on Oyuri. In any case the virus was designed to search for pure genes, it’s not that it wanted a pure host, but rather it wanted a pure human.

      Humans crossbred with other species were useless to the order. She worked with the order long enough to know that they were making slight adjustments to the virus itself. Odelea suspected that the order probably at one point wanted to modify the virus further by making it only select pure human genes, but never made it to that stage. After all the celestial ascension and everything that had happened on Oyuri was only because the order’s original plan got unexpectedly accelerated. Had they had that extra time, the virus probably would have been modified to infect only pure breed humans.

      Odelea’s belly groaned for more food, but she ignored it. She was nearly seeing positive results and taking the time to eat was only going to force her to wait that much longer to see them. She made another pass with the therapy in a simulation, and ensured human genes were used, thus making them appear as if they were half human and half whatever their species were. In the case of for humans, the therapy simply copied Danyal natural set up, half human half Hashmedai.

      The results of the simulation appeared on her projection.

      And it worked.

      The gene therapy not only prevented people from becoming infected but reversed the effects. She had the cure, now they needed to return to Oyuri. They needed that wormhole to be operational again.
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* * *

      Dark Star, Derkurio orbit, Morutrin system

      Everyone huddled around Odelea in the cockpit as she made the news that she had something to tell them all. Hashmedai and Radiance eyes were all on her and for once she didn’t feel nervous about it. She felt proud of what she did, not only did she figure out a way to undo the Celestial Order’s work, but also found a means of getting Hashmedai and Radiance to work together.

      “Please tell me you have good news,” Phylarlie said.

      “I do,” Odelea said as she handed everyone small tubes to inject themselves with. “Gene therapy, our cure to this problem.” She had spoken twice, once in Radiance and one more in Hashmedai.

      “So we can’t be infected?” Vynei asked.

      After the crew injected themselves, she handed them additional packages out from her sack. It contained dozens of vials to inject others, wraith, and non-wraith. “The only threat now is being all out killed by a wraith,” she said. “Inject them with this and it should revert them.”

      “Now we need to return to Oyuri,” Phylarlie said. “Let’s hope that Avearan’s body is safe with Ella’s mind.”

      “Make sure she comes with us!” Eicelea said, jabbing her finger toward Phylarlie. “There’s no excuse now.”

      “Her psionic powers will still attract the wraith,” Odelea said. “But that might be a good thing now since we could keep the wraith with us, send them all back to Oyuri so they don’t infect the rest of the system or perhaps cure them right then and there.”

      “Wait so you want us to reactivate the wormhole, and travel through it with wraith following behind?” Trin said.

      “Yes.”

      “Can’t we just inject them here?”

      “They’re still spread out, we need all of them to move to a central source,” Odelea said, then looked toward that central source, Phylarlie and Trin. “You two will be perfect.”
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* * *

      Buried Linl ship, Derkurio, Morutrin system

      The pitch-black halls of the Linl ship lit up once more as bright teleportation lights flashed. Trin, Phylarlie, Eicelea, and Vynei appeared from the teleport. This time there was no fear in the hearts of the four as they split up and ran through the halls. Eicelea and Vynei moved back to the bridge to try again and obtain the data crystals as Trin and Phylarlie entered the storage room where the wormhole oval was kept.

      Trin kept his psionic barrier up while Phylarlie double-checked her disk inventory. She still had a lot of the singularity disks on hand as she never did get around to using them. She’d have to remember the secret, powerful, and experimental tactic she had at her disposal should their plan fail. Loud shrieks traveled throughout the ship as the wraith were going toward them, one by one. Trin used his telekinetic skills to hurl the vials carrying the cure toward the wraith as if they were bullets and injected them with it.

      Some of the more psionically developed wraith was an issue as they either had barriers up, jump ported about or straight up flung the vials back toward Trin with their mind. Phylarlie tasked herself to deal with them and utilized her jump porting skills combined with incendiary disks to shatter the barriers of the wraith that had them. Whenever she saw an opening, she rapidly jabbed a wraith with the vial. The effects of the gene therapy took some time, but eventually the injected wraith fell over and their bodies began to revert back slowly to their original form.

      Across the halls Phylarlie heard the cheerful screams of Eicelea and Vynei as they ran down to join up with the two. She saw Eicelea fiddle with her data pad as it loaded the information they obtained from the bridge of the ship. Neither of them understood their languages, which proved to be a bit of a challenge, they all gotten used to Odelea translating everything. Hand gestures will have to do, nothing’s ever easy, Phylarlie thought as she gestured to them to hurry up and activate the wormhole.

      Eicelea approached the oval wormhole gate, where a small holographic interface appeared. She used the information that was displayed on her data pad’s screen and interacted with the interface. It took several minutes in which Phylarlie observed the recovering wraith on the floor, most of them had been the pirates that had ambushed them weeks ago, three of them were humans, though their bodies had been altered with cybernetics.

      The dark room lit up as the wormhole activated, white light beamed through it like an opened door in a dark chamber leading into a brightly lit room. Phylarlie looked through and saw a box-shaped room. Ella still in control of Avearan’s body was inside in some sort of spaced out trance like state.

      “Trin, I got it from here,” Phylarlie said. “Get them out of here and see if there is anything Odelea can do for them.” She pointed to the moaning humans and pirates practically free from the wraith transformation.

      Trin agreed without hesitation and teleported everyone back up to the Dark Star, leaving Phylarlie, Eicelea, and Vynei behind. Phylarlie entered stealth and continued to look through the wormhole to get a better idea of what was awaiting her. She saw a human woman stand in front of a large group of wraiths inside. They followed her as she walked back and forth talking to herself. It was a puzzling and worrisome sight.

      Phylarlie counted how many vials of the serum she had. It wasn’t enough to deal with the entire wraith inside, Odelea was going to need to come up with a wider delivery method for the gene therapy. It was only going to be a matter of time before those inside realized the wormhole was open.
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      Leviathan, near Oyuri, Barnard’s Star system

      The amount of mental energy required to perform the jump from Sol to Barnard’s Star was daunting.

      Most of the Leviathan’s psionics hit the floor at once and had to be dragged off to the infirmary to rest and recover. Not all the psionics aboard were required to use their minds for the jump drive to work. Gayir's head was clear as he was tasked with the primary shipboard psionic duties on the bridge. Di’aria ignored the call to action all out, amongst many of her other duties aboard as she prepared for her mutiny. Noylarlie was required to have her thoughts active for Yominv had an assignment for her as the two stood next to each other on the bridge

      “Shut down the wormhole,” Yominv said, his eyes remained forward at the windshield with Oyuri in the distance.

      Noylarlie’s gem glowed brightly before her face for several seconds then dimmed as it slipped back between her breasts. “Done,” she said.

      “Good that should strand those who wish to follow the new empress,” Yominv said. “I want you to reopen a wormhole linking this system to Sol so that our loyal followers can join us.”

      “As you wish . . .” she mumbled.

      Further assisting the order wasn’t part of her plan, neither was blowing her cover. In the end she had to look like a loyal crew member until the time was right.

      “Not just yet however,” Yominv said. “I don’t want the humans following them through it. Give it time. Once they confirm no one is in pursuit. It shouldn’t be long since the imperial fleet loyal to the empress should still be within their system and drawing the most attention.”

      Yominv dismissed her from their meeting. The cybernetics on her body flashed as she performed a jump port back into her quarters, it was much faster than walking and using the elevators, the size of the ship was still mind-blowing to her, it was that size that gave her newfound allies an advantage. Most of the crew spent countless minutes searching through the decks of the ship looking for their enemy that vanished. They knew the ship was huge with lots of hiding places and that it would be some time before they were located.

      Noylarlie’s quarters were of course one of the places that wasn’t searched and never would be. They feared her power more than the intruders themselves. Besides in their eyes she was a trusted crew member or why would she protect them? All the more reason for her to reluctantly assist Yominv whenever he asked for it.

      The humans, Chris, Sarah, and Hijinks rested on the floor while their humanoid machine stood with its hands behind its back. Zhinbryo and Onatiasha sat together with Di’aria. Noylarlie could tell they were all ready for their next move. Anxious fighters determined to make that last push for victory, no matter the cost.

      “He ordered me to end the wormhole linking Uranus to Paryo,” Noylarlie said to them.

      “Did you?” Di’aria asked.

      “I didn’t have a choice, he would have found out eventually from the order loyal ships still in the system.”

      “We should have taken the ship when he had the chance.”

      “We still do as most of the psionics aboard should be resting because of the strain put on them from the jump to this system.”

      “She’s right,” Onatiasha said. “We got our advantage back again.”

      “Where would we go if we take the ship now?” Di’aria said.

      “I can make a wormhole for our escape,” Noylarlie said. “The problem is the Abyssal Pelican, its close by and controlled by the Celestial Order just like this ship.”

      Onatiasha cringed. “If someone from the Leviathan calls for help during our attack.”

      “The Pelican will fight us, and may follow us through the wormhole,” Noylarlie said.

      “We’ll need outside help, someone to keep the Pelican at bay,” Di’aria said.

      “Well figure it out fast,” Noylarlie said as she took a seat on a mangled chair. “Yominv wants me to create a new wormhole back to Sol in a few hours.”

      EVE the human machine said in Hashmedai. “A new wormhole?”

      “Yea.”

      “That is perfect,” EVE said in a monotone. “I can contact the UNE fleet and inform them to assist us once the wormhole is established.”
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* * *

      Earth Cube, Geneva, Earth, Sol system

      Two days had passed since the attack on Mars, and the new year was around the corner. Nobody was calm despite the sudden withdrawal of the imperial fleet, a withdrawal that had many analysts confused as why one third of the fleet including the massive dreadnought Leviathan went in an opposite direction to that of the rest of the main fleet. The UNE kept a close eye on the larger fleet as it traveled back to Uranus as predicted as that’s where the wormhole was. A wormhole that was no longer there according to sensor scans and ESP, the news of that sparked many conspiracy theories and wild speculations across the internet and news headline articles.

      Headlines Chloe would have to read later as her transport lowered toward the rooftops of Earth Cube. She was surprised to see how well the area had recovered from the incident two months ago. The bridge connecting Earth Cube to the rest of Geneva was fully restored along with Earth Ship One. It was as if there was never a battle, and it gave her hope. If technology was advanced enough to make repairs that quickly, then what of the rest of the world that was razed by the Hashmedai during the invasion twenty-two years ago? Chloe’s visit to Earth after her return from the stars was brief and limited to military operations. Once this is over I need to take a nice long tour of the world.

      Chloe exited the transport as her face enjoyed the gust of Earth wind that blew through her short brown hair. It was good to be back, this time for real. Technically it was Vaish who got to return to Earth with Chloe’s memories in the driver’s seat. But this? This was physically the first time she truly returned to Earth after leaving. An elevator took Chloe down into the lower levels of Earth Cube, and into EISS HQ deep inside the artificial island Earth Cube rested on in Lake Geneva.

      She was led down a hallway into a holding cell where Vaish had been kept for questioning. Questions she refused to answer until Chloe was present. Inside the holding cell were a dozen armed soldiers with eRifles and Vaish the Linl woman who still looked exactly like Chloe, only with long brown hair that was hanging low. She was sitting on a chair in the middle wearing a white prisoner jumpsuit and made direct eye contact with Chloe as she entered.

      Chloe stood next to the entrance while staff inside the base began to search for the memory crystal that contained her memories. Vaish’s green eyes from time to time looked up toward the ceilings and walls with a spaced out look on her face. The woman was distraught, and not together, it was tough for Chloe to look at and watch what seemed like her in a dazed and warped state of mind, probably wondering where she was? And who are these aliens that have her captured.

      A staff member entered the holding cell a minute later, and in his hands, was the oversized data crystal contraption, complete with the sharp spikes on the side of it. Vaish’s memories were at last going to be restored.

      “Let’s put her out for this,” Chloe said. “That shit is fucking painful—”

      Vaish quickly got up from her seat and snagged the device out of their hands. The armed guards were quick to react as they raised their rifles and took aim at the disturbed woman.

      “Easy guys!” Chloe said as she came to Vaish’s defense. “She probably has enough of her memories to know what it is,” Chloe said to Vaish in the Radiance language. “You do know what that is right?”

      Vaish tapped a sequence of buttons on the devices tiny holographic interface and confirmed. “Yes.”

      “It’s a painful process. Do you want us to sedate you?”

      “No,” Vaish said as she held the device up to the side of her head and the sharp prongs stretched out. She pushed them through her head and into her brain.

      “Well that settles that,” Chloe said in English.

      Vaish didn’t scream, cringe or show any other signs of discomfort as the transfer process continued. Chloe checked her inventory of sedatives in the meantime, several had been used yet she had no memory of it. Vaishea was holding up her part of the deal. The anticipation consumed the whole cell like fresh heat from a newly activated sauna. Everyone was on edge as the transfer process finished and beads of sweat rolled off their faces. Nobody knew if Vaish was going to be friend or foe with her memories restored.

      “Welcome back, Vaish,” Chloe said in Radiance as she sat with her. “That is your name, right?”

      Vaish spoke as she ripped the device out of her head, and tossed it away. Blood dripped down from the side of her head, it didn’t faze her, not even when it began to slowly splatter on the table, like drizzling rain. “I have many names, Vaish was my birth name. My Linl name before the union consumed my people.”

      “I have some questions to ask you.”

      “I’m sure you do,” Vaish said, grinning at Chloe. “Major Chloe Vaughan, of the human Extrasolar Defense Force. Former marine of the United States.”

      “I see you know a lot about me, that answers that question. Why did you force my memories into your body? Then fake ones into my own?”

      “I needed to protect myself.”

      “From who?”

      “Not who. Whom.”

      “Go on, don’t be shy.”

      “There was a Celestial Order base on Foicanta, your people got too close.”

      “We kicked the hornet’s nest, I figured that part out.”

      “The Whisper ordered me to infiltrate the base and figure out what was going on. We were expecting to find information as to who in the union was under their control in the system. What I discovered was something different. The order unlocked secrets of the Lyonria and their knowledge of aether space.”

      “Interesting, but it doesn’t explain why you took over my body.”

      “The Lyonria have been awakened thanks to the order.”

      “The fleet, you said something about a fleet has awoken when we first revived you. I’m guessing that fleet isn’t human, Hashmedai, or Radiance.”

      “Whoever is giving the Celestial Order orders had connections and interests in aether space and there was a major operation being conducted on Rasi and Oyuri. The Abyssal Explorer was the only ship en route to that system and I needed to confuse the order as to where I was fleeing to next.”

      Chloe grimaced, she knew where her story was leading. “Vaishea.”

      “Vaishea was one of my names, one of the personas I used on missions. I created her and placed those memories into your body while you recovered from your injuries suffered at the battle on Foicanta. During which your memories were transferred to my body as I uploaded mine into the Whisper data base. Vaish was gone, and those that suspected I took on a new identity followed you as Vaishea.”

      Chloe leaned closer and examined the shape of Vaish’s face. It was too perfect for her to simply be someone that happened to look like her, not to mention the scars on her back. Vaish at one point had them too, until they were healed after her near-death experience. Nevertheless, Vaish was a perfect copy of Chloe just in the form of a Linl rather than human.

      “Why do we look alike?” Chloe asked her.

      “I should be asking you that same question. Why do you look like me?” Vaish said. It wasn’t the answer Chloe was looking for.

      “So, Vaishea inside my head was nothing more than a decoy?”

      “Decoy and backup plan in case I failed,” Vaish said. “She was programmed to search for all information pertaining to the order in the system should she encounter suspicious activity, and make contact with a Whisper safe house and report everything I knew once the proper triggers were activated.”

      “Meanwhile Fiesei was supposed to come in and wake you up.”

      “I hoped at least. Fiesei had other plans that revolved around the exiled. I did too, until I learnt of the Lyonria.” Vaish’s lips curled as she asked. “Tell me what became of my beloved husband?”

      It was the one question Chloe hoped she wasn’t going to ask so quickly, as it was the question she wasn’t going to give a truthful answer to. “He’s gone,” Chloe said.

      “What do you mean gone?”

      She doesn’t know, she has no access to my memories. “I’m sorry, to tell you that. Fiesei was killed two months ago.”

      “By who?”

      By me in control of your body, but that’s on a need to know. “I’m sorry for your loss, he must have meant a great deal to you.” Must have? I know he was I saw bits of your past memories.

      “By who!” Vaish’s anger intensified, she probably sensed that she wasn’t being truthful Chloe figured.

      Chloe stood and went to the exit. “I got to go.”

      “Don’t! Please.” Vaish’s tone changed. “I need you.”

      “Got more to say?”

      “You need to put an end to the chaos on Oyuri and Rasi.”

      “We’re looking into it.”

      “No, you need to do it.”

      “Why me?”

      “Vaishea is still in your head, isn’t she?”

      “How would you know that? What does Vaishea have to do with it?”

      “Tell me who killed my husband first.”

      Chloe rolled her eyes at Vaish and returned to the exit. “Alright, I’m going to peace out. If she has anything more to say let me know.”
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, Uranus sector, Sol system

      The UNE fleet slowly began to backtrack and recapture the outposts and bases lost or abandoned due to the imperial threat. The asteroid belt was secured first then came Jupiter and its moons, then Saturn and its moons. There was a surprise waiting for the Winston Churchill as it arrived back at Titan. A lone transport with Michei aboard it was waiting for them. They were glad to get the help. Crimei wasn’t pleased with the deception that was used for Michei to escape the recall order.

      But now wasn’t the time to debate that as there were other more pressing issues at hand such as the fate of the marines whom Xavier hadn’t heard from since they entered the Kuiper belt wormhole. Then there was EDF who was still aboard the Leviathan which straight up vanished from sensors and ESP.

      Uranus was next on the list as the UNE fleet arrived with extreme caution. The imperial fleet remained in a stationary orbit with the gas giant while the Winston Churchill moved in closer to take a look while its QEC transmitted all data back to Earth in real time.

      “Any signs they see us?” Xavier asked.

      “They see us and probably saw us coming with ESP,” Matsushita said. “None of them are arming their weapons.”

      Michei and Avearan concurred, their ESP showed no signs of hostility from the Hashmedai forces. It allowed Xavier to have a more relaxed demeanor, not just because they were not likely to be fired upon, but he now had not one, but two psionics on the bridge.

      “Got a ship moving closer,” Matsushita said.

      Xavier looked at the central holographic screen, he was right a solo destroyer was en route to the Winston Churchill. “Any funny stuff and we nuke them,” he said.

      “Captain, they are trying to communicate with us,” Yates said.

      Xavier looked at the young communications officer, as she had a shocked look on her face. The same one Xavier possessed and shot back at her. “They wanna talk huh? Well put ‘em through.”

      The central hologram shifted into a projection of a Hashmedai woman aboard the bridge of the Destroyer in question. She sat cross-legged on her commander’s chair wearing an imperial navy uniform, and spoke in their alien language.

      Nobody on the bridge understood a word she said save for Avearan. “Yeah, I had a feeling this would happen,” Xavier said. “EVE can you clean this up?”

      EVE’s android platform may have been gone, but a copy of her AI still existed inside the computers of all UNE ships, including the Winston Churchill. “Standby,” EVE said over the bridge’s speakers. “I am done, Captain. I will translate what she speaks and will translate your words into Hashmedai for her to understand.”

      “Thank you,” Xavier said, then addressed the hologram. “I’m Captain Martin Xavier of the ESV Winston Churchill, to whom am I speaking to?”

      The Hashmedai commander began to speak after a small delay. EVE’s voice was dubbed over hers as she said. “I am Captain T’esih of the imperial destroyer Scathing Hand. Please stand down as we have received new orders from our empress to withdraw and discontinue the war.”

      “Is there a reason for the sudden change?”

      “I’ve been ordered to tell your leaders everything.”

      “Standby,” Xavier said as he muted their conversation to address the bridge crew. “Well everyone, it would appear we have some guests.”
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* * *

      Abyssal Liberator, edge of Barnard’s Star system

      Karklosea had awoken to the sight of bright lights beaming down from the ceiling and the sounds of familiar voices speaking in the distance. She shifted her body to the side and saw she was in the infirmary of the Liberator. The doctors next to her were part of the Explorer’s medical staff that managed to survive.

      “Ugh, did we succeed?” she asked.

      “We have control of the ship,” one of them said to her. “We officially took control of it just in time too. You were seconds away from death when we found you.”

      She moved her body right side up to face them, “What about the rest of the ships?

      “We're still picking up the last of our people from Oyuri.”

      “I mean the Radiance fleet here in the system.”

      A shrug was the answer she got. Understandable as she saw many of the doctors treating the battle wounds everyone had suffered. She travelled to the bridge the normal way, moving through the halls and into the elevator as her psionic mind was still weakened from the bout with Dargonea. Dargonea who apparently was a Muodiry. Karklosea felt a certain level of guilt, for she had spoken ill of Muodiry in the past and possibly in front of Dargonea without realizing it and probably created the false sense that she favored her less.

      Karklosea arrived at the bridge and saw her crew working despite the damage done to it during the fighting. Many of them floated next to computers and terminals either working with them or performing quick repairs.

      “You didn’t do it, did you?” she asked one of her officers.

      “We were waiting for you to awake,” he said. “You led us this far, and have a plan to lead us further. We need you to be a part of this.”

      Karklosea telekinetically moved her body to a flickering console, then allowed her mind to possess a data crystal the officer kept in his pockets. The crystal floated next to the computer, spun, and entered into a slot. The contents within it began to upload the last flight data and video logs of the Explorer into the Liberator’s data banks, their proof that the order was aboard the Explorer and was attacked by the Pelican which was also under control of the order.

      Karklosea began to focus and allowed her thoughts to become one with the ships computers and forced it to transmit the data to all Radiance ships in the system, minus the Pelican of course. For good measure she also acquired logs from the Liberator, images of Dargonea indoctrinating the crew as they began to praise the Celestial Order, and added it to the broadcast. After her mountain of evidence linking the order to all the chaos in the system was sent, she added the location of coordinates for the fleet to rally at the edge of the system.

      “It’s done,” Karklosea said. “How soon can we depart?”

      “The last of our transports from Oyuri will be here within the hour.”

      “Have repair teams do the best they can to get this ship ready for combat in that time,”

      Karklosea floated toward the captain’s chair, it belonged to her now, and she was more than willing to take on the challenge of captain and shipboard psionic. As she strapped herself into the chair, her ESP detected the presence of a ship jumping into the system. It was near Oyuri and its design and size was similar to the Pelican, only built by Hashmedai. Yet it didn’t fire upon the Pelican nor did the Pelican fire at it. Strange part of it all was its mass. It was inconsistent, as if it was able to manipulate it at will.

      “Correction,” she said. “Tell those teams to move double-time.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      UNE transports, Rasi’s ocean, Barnard’s Star system

      Multiple flashes of light erupted from the event horizon of the undersea wormhole in the oceans of Rasi. Large slabs of ice were blasted away, formed thanks to the coldness of space where the wormhole had led. A rippling vortex in the middle of the oceans allowed a small fleet of UNE transports to traverse through the wormhole and into the cold dark oceans as if they were submarines.

      The switch from space to an alien ocean was a rush Staff Sergeant Jacob Miles was looking forward to for the last five days, not to mention the feeling of gravity once again, though it was much lighter than what he was used to, it felt almost Mars like.

      “What’s our status?” he asked.

      Petropoulos eyed her holo screen as she sat up front in the cockpit. “We’re holding together nicely, sir,” she said. “The last transport is passing through the wormhole now.”

      He moved in closer and gazed at the sensor data coming through, the lower section of the arcology that was in the oceans. He pointed to small doors along the sides of the hulking structure. “Those look like airlocks.”

      “They look a bit different from the standard ones found on ships,” Petropoulos said. “Maintenance hatches by the looks.”

      “Whatever,” he said and moved toward the rear section of the transport and looked at the heavy exosuit and all of the armaments on it. “Just as long as I can get this bad boy through.”

      The heavy exosuit was something he had been looking forward to using in combat since it first arrived on the Winston Churchill. It was eight feet tall and had small plasma missile launchers mounted to it, stronger jump jets and an arm mounted shield similar to the ones Hashmedai guardians use. Amongst other goodies, like a deployable cover.

      Petropoulos turned around and saw what he was talking about. “You might have to crawl, but I think we can fit those through.”

      “Fuck yes!”

      “For being on your hands and knees sir? Didn’t know you were into that.”

      “No!” He said and faced her as she laughed. “For being able to use this, you twit!”

      Headlights on the front of the transports led the way though the ocean and past its unique eyeless aquatic life. The lower section of the arcology came into view some time later, as expected by the intel provided, there wasn’t much signs of life. Jacob hoped the same wasn’t going to be said for the humans they came to rescue. Their transports spun around and maneuvered closer to hook onto the maintenance hatches.

      A positive connection was made and everyone aboard the transport and others that latched on began to suit up and arm themselves. Some wore the standard exosuit, while others like Jacob used the big guns to lead the charge.

      “Alright get ready to unload,” he said. “Once we’re all in, I want the three empty transports on standby ready to take in the civilians once we find ‘em.”

      “Expect a lot of psionic attacks from the Celestial Order and the wraith,” Petropoulos said.

      “Aye don’t be afraid to back up if yer shields runnin’ low. There won’t be any backup for this op. In other words, nobody is allowed to die.”

      He downloaded the intel from the Silver Raven onto his suit’s computers. A digital map appeared in front of his holographic HUD and it listed everything they needed to know about the upcoming op. He transmitted the data to the helmets of everyone else as it projected a line directing them to the slums district from their current location.

      They were good to do and the transport doors opened, while Jacob’s heavily armed fists ripped open the maintenance hatch like it was a door made of cardboard. Minutes later the brave marines exited the sewers and jump-jetted up into the streets one by one. The city within the arcology was in a shambles. They pushed further in with their new eRifles in hand, and the mounted plasma bayonet at the tip.
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* * *

      Leviathan, near Oyuri, Barnard’s Star system

      A dazzling singularity appeared ten light minutes away from Oyuri; it connected Barnard’s Star to the Sol system and remained stable via ethereal energy that covered the throat of the vortex. A new wormhole came into existence.

      “There, it’s done,” Noylarlie said, before taking a deep breath.

      “Splendid,” Yominv said, eyeing her newest psionic creation. “Contact the rest of our forces. Tell them to pass through it quickly before anyone else detects the wormhole.”

      “Understood,” Gayir said.

      “Noylarlie, once they’ve made it through I want you to terminate the wormhole for the time being,” Yominv said.

      “As you wish,” Noylarlie said, she lied for she had no plans on shutting it down right away, not while EVE was using it to send a message through to the human forces on the other side.

      “Actually, keep it open a bit longer.” The two turned around, surprised that there was another person on the bridge that had something to say about the wormhole.

      Yominv smiled at the presence of the Assassins’ Guild master. “Torval, I was wondering who the Pelican sent over to visit us.”

      Torval stepped closer to Noylarlie and asked. “Kroshka’s pendant, do you have it?”

      Noylarlie gritted her teeth as she was wearing it, and regretted doing so now they were going to take it from her. She had hoped to keep it to herself awhile longer to learn the secrets of its power.

      “That looks like it,” Torval said, eying it, or was it her chest? With old men like him it was hard to tell sometimes. “Please hand it over.”

      Noylarlie projected a fake smile and did as asked. She reached up and wrapped her hands around the crimson pendant and handed it over to Torval, with every intention of getting it back. An extremely relieved look graced Torval’s face as he walked, no, ran away back into the elevator.

      “Leaving us already guild master?” Yominv called out to him.

      “I have important business on Oyuri!” Torval said as the doors slid shut.

      “Are we done?” she asked.

      Yominv nodded. “Yes Noylarlie, for now.

      Noylarlie appeared back into her quarters, prompting her newfound allies to tilt their gaze toward her as she finished the jump port.

      “We need to act soon,” Noylarlie said urgently.

      “It will be at least an hour before my message arrives at the Winston Churchill,” EVE said.

      “And another two hours for them to arrive, if they come,” Noylarlie said. “Torval will be at Oyuri at that time.”

      “What happened?” Onatiasha said.

      Noylarlie indicated where her missing pendant had been. “An attack now may delay his departure to the Pelican.”

      “And get the Pelican to assist the Leviathan which is not part of the plan,” Di’aria said.

      Teleporting to Oyuri wasn’t an option either as they were out of range and psionics without environment suits died a slow painful death in the outside world. And there was no way she was going to convince Yominv to lend her a transport. The Admiral was going to need psionics aboard that weren’t involved with the jump to be active. The gem was gone, and there was nothing she could do about it until they finished taking control of the Leviathan.
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* * *

      As EVE’s encrypted transmission traveled through space, into the wormhole, then toward the Winston Churchill, another hidden message was being sent. It came from the pendant that was in Torval’s possession while he rode a transport down toward Oyuri. The message was the same one that touched Ella’s mind, and forced her to transfer the goddess that resisted in her along with her corresponding gem to Hannah. The same message that made Chloe do the same during her last visit to Oyuri. And the same one that attempted to make Jazz join in, only the process was incomplete. Jazz might have been in the system, but the gem was in Kroshka’s ownership dozens of light years away.

      The situation changed as the gem found its presence to be near Oyuri, and the wormhole linking Barnard’s Star to Sol. Jazz’s mind could once again be touched and controlled, the voice of Emelia could be heard and obeyed.
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* * *

      Silver Raven docked aboard ESV Winston Churchill, Uranus orbit, Sol system

      Jazz woke up from his sleep.

      He didn’t want to, but Emelia did. What she asked, he had to obey.

      He entered Veloshira’s room as she slept and removed her weapons then shut and locked her door. He checked for Destiny. She wasn’t anywhere aboard the ship, excellent. He quickly suited up in his assassin gear, used the cloaking device and exited the Silver Raven. None of the flight deck staff saw his distortion field as he slipped out from its entrance and opened the hanger bay doors. Jazz had no idea how to activate the controls. Emelia however did as she whispered exactly what buttons to push and which passwords to use. Many of the flight deck crew members stared at the doors opening puzzled as to why it happened on its own while Jazz slipped back inside.

      His window of departure was limited as several crew members moved toward main control console. That was until the Silver Raven’s doors shut and its engines powered up. Its azure thrust pushed the craft out into space, nearly hitting people in the process. Jazz was given a new task by Emelia, just in case Veloshira woke up during the commotion and gained access to the main computers of the Silver Raven. He changed all passwords to ensure Veloshira wasn’t able override his lock.

      Now she was truly trapped.

      The Silver Raven entered sub light speeds on a direct journey to the new wormhole.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 33

        

      

    

    
      ESV Winston Churchill, Uranus orbit, Sol system

      Destiny’s fists hurt. A lot.

      She made a mental note to think twice before punching an armored UNE naval personnel in the face.

      With the battle of Mars in the past, Destiny saw no need for the alliance between the Silver Raven’s crew and the UNE. Earth was saved, the imperial fleet withdrew and was under new management. Radiance, Hashmedai and the UNE knew the truth about the Celestial Order so mission accomplished. And that was a bad thing, as it meant she and Jazz would have to stand trial. Not on her watch. Dollon was dead because an order Jacob Miles gave, there was no way in hell she was going to go to court before she got her revenge. Thanks to the data Eupiar pulled, she was one step closer to pulling it off.

      Transports were constantly docking and leaving the airlocks of the Winston Churchill, some delivering replacement personnel, others relieving crew that were injured and needed to recover in proper hospitals on Earth. And it was Earth she needed to return to. Miles had family there and there were a few survivors from the HLF still in hiding that could help her.

      Had she known Jazz and the Silver Raven took off without notice, thus putting the whole ship on alert, she might have reconsidered attacking her two solider escorts as she tried to run and hijack a transport that was set to travel to Earth.

      Destiny found herself sitting in the brig once again, alone as she waited for what was to come to her next. Ironically a transport to Earth, one that would take her directly to jail.

      Jazz what the fuck man, she thought. You could have at least told me you were gonna bail.
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* * *

      If it’s not one thing it’s the other, Xavier moaned internally.

      The reports of the Silver Raven leaving and Destiny showing her true loyalties happened right as large conference was being set up in the briefing room. The President along with Crimei was on Earth and had planned to speak via QEC to Avearan who managed to telepathically reach out to Kroshka, the new empress of the empire. Given the fact both Avearan and Kroshka understood English, it would be easier for Avearan to be the voice of the empire for everyone in the conference, though the process of finding Kroshka’s mind wasn’t an easy one from what Xavier learnt. She had to piggyback her telepathic thoughts with another Hashmedai psionic in the fleet. Crimei was to perform a similar task by speaking with a psionic who would relay information back and forth to the Radiance council, what was left of it.

      “Madam President,” Xavier said as President Mariana Salamanca projection appeared above his briefing room table as Crimei stood next to her.

      “Looks like you’ve got more problems on your hands, Captain,” Salamanca said.

      Xavier smiled and nodded as he knew she was referring to the news about Destiny, and the Silver Raven’s strange and sudden disappearance into a newly formed wormhole.

      “The real problem is the Celestial Order,” Crimei said.

      “The intel Major Vaughan and the Silver Raven gave us shows that the order is up to something significant in Barnard’s Star,” Xavier said.

      “We recently learned that the order has compromised one of our dreadnoughts, the Abyssal Pelican,” Crimei said. “They also attempted to take control of another one of our ships, while destroying another that knew the truth.”

      “The order according to the new empress and Captain T’esih’s observations has control over several ships in the imperial navy and was secretly influencing them to attack Earth,” Avearan said.

      “Smart I’ll give ‘em that,” Xavier said. “While we all fought and bickered, they grew stronger. They didn’t care if their members were human, Hashmedai or Radiance races.”

      “The empress wants order activity to stop in Barnard’s Star,” Avearan said. “And she is concerned about Jazz and the Silver Raven.”

      “Is it possible they were secretly working with the order?” Crimei asked.

      “Doubtful, they left Eupiar and Destiny behind, and they’re both shocked like the rest of us that this happened,” Xavier said.

      “The empress agrees,” Avearan said. “Jazz had been diligently investigating order activity in the empire prior to his return to Earth.”

      “He also mentioned something about not wanting to play a role in helping the order when he hesitated to kill me,” Salamanca said. “What do we know about the situation in Barnard’s Star other than what the Silver Raven crew provided us?”

      “We know that EDF is still alive and are hiding inside the Leviathan,” Xavier said. “That alone makes me say we enter that new wormhole.”

      “The council agrees,” Crimei said. “We managed to take control of our ships in that system, but the Pelican is formidable, they wouldn’t be able to defeat it alone. And now that the Leviathan and order loyal imperial ships are there . . .”

      Xavier internally laughed at the use of the word council. Two people running a nation isn’t exactly a council. “Entering Barnard’s Star will allow us to take a short cut to Rasi,” Xavier said. “The marines there should have arrived by now, they might need backup, and backup that wasn’t an option until a few hours ago.”

      “We should take the fight to them,” Salamanca said.

      Xavier said, “Agreed, I’m tired of always defending, let’s be the ones attacking.”

      “The empress is more than willing to send the ships here into the wormhole to assist,” Avearan said.

      “Imperial ships in Radiance territory,” Crimei said, with a cringe in his face and voice.

      “Don’t kid yourself,” Xavier said to him. “It’s bloody Celestial Order territory now and they’re planning something that could end all three of us. The order became strong because they worked together with Radiance races and Hashmedai. Let’s show ‘em what an alliance of ships from Radiance, the Empire and the UNE can do.”

      “We’ll be contacting our forces to expect you,” Crimei said.

      “Avearan can you communicate with the two psionics assisting EDF?” Xavier asked.

      “Di’aria and Noylarlie? I’ll try but there’s a lot of psionic minds on that ship I have to sift through.”

      “We got Michei back so you’ll have fewer psionic duties now.”

      “Which brings me to my next point. Captain T’esih has no shipboard psionic,” Avearan said. “I’d like to help her crew.”

      “Seriously?”

      “You know what it’s like to go into battle without one,” Avearan said. “And she’ll be taking command of the imperial fleet as an acting admiral.”

      “Very well then, nevertheless keep trying to reach them, our signal back to EVE will take some to reach.”
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* * *

      All hands aboard the UNE and Imperial ships were buzzing with activity in preparation for the battle. Human and Radiance crew personnel made last minute repairs and upgrades to all UNE ships. Medical supplies were dropped off on all infirmaries thanks to Radiance along with additional doctors to be placed on standby. Additional rangers aboard were assigned to defense duties in case of a boarding party, while others grouped up with marines in preparation to head to Rasi once they entered the system.

      Solaris fighters were all repaired, refueled, and rearmed. Those that were outfitted with plasma cannons made the much-needed swap to rail guns for increased protection via shields. Red Lotus and several members of her squadron insisted on staying with the fleet, while the rest returned to the defense of Titan. Given the losses all UNE ships took, they were glad for the extra fighter support that would accompany them.

      Orbital looked to the stars out from the mess hall observation window. His eyes locked onto the brightest star Sirius as he muttered to himself. “Gonna make you proud Rebecca.”

      Avearan arrived at the Scathing Hand and took her post as their shipboard psionic. After getting used to the layout of the bridge and the strange looks from the crew, she sent telepathic message to Di’aria who then passed it on to the rest, EVE, and the rest of the EDF team. “Help is on the way,” was the message.
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* * *

      Chloe was amazed to see how fast humanity and Radiance returned to working together while a group of engineers worked to strengthen the hull plating as her transport docked with the airlock of the Winston Churchill. Chloe had arrived back via the last transport sent from Earth, it was also the last transport planned to leave before the move to the wormhole began.

      As the airlock opened she saw droves of nonessential personnel wait to board as she pushed into the corridors of the ship. And discovered Eupiar was among those in the line up to board the transport with her laptop and bag slung over her shoulder.

      “Where the fuck are you going, kid?” Chloe said to her.

      “Back to Earth.”

      “Says who?”

      “Says the Captain, ‘war isn’t a place for a kid’ or something like that. Besides I’m still a minor, they won’t charge me with terrorist related crimes like they planned to do with Destiny and Jazz after this is over.”

      “That’s what you think.”

      “I was just a hired hacker, if anything EISS will give me a job, I know of all of their weak security protocols for some parts of their network.” Eupiar sighed and began to move toward the airlock as the last call to board was made. “They left me behind anyways.”

      Chloe held onto Eupiar shoulder. “That’s why I need you stay.”

      “I’d really like to see my mom and brother again.”

      “And if I’m right you might not ever again. Unless you help me. Help us find out what happened to the Silver Raven.”

      Chloe could see Eupiar’s thought processes roll, she looked toward the airlock then back toward Chloe and the airlock again. Her hands began to fidget. Stay or leave. Chloe hoped it was going to be the latter, for the sake of the galaxy.

      Twenty minutes later, Chloe entered the lab of the Winston Churchill. Behind her was Eupiar who went back to her original place and activated her laptop. She patted Eupiar on her shoulders as she flicked through the holographic displays that appeared.

      “Are you able to access the Silver Raven’s internal cameras from here?” Chloe asked.

      “We’re too far away.”

      “But if you were close you could yes?”

      Eupiar grinned while her hands typed quickly on her holographic keyboard. “I might have slipped a backdoor into it.” Her grin triggered some mild giggles.

      “Then I assume when the Silver Raven was still here you were getting regular updates from it?”

      “Nothing major since I wasn’t actively connected.”

      “Show me what you got from it. Anything before you lost contact.”

      A projection full of a long list of tiny words written in Hashmedai appeared. “Nothing that we didn’t hear from the eye witness accounts and sensor scans,” Eupiar said. “Once the hanger bay doors opened, the Silver Raven closed up and took off.”

      “Anything else before that?”

      “Well . . .” Her finger slid across the hologram and it caused it to scroll the text as she read on. “Main passwords were changed just before contact was lost and . . . What the fuck, a door was locked.”

      “It was the two of them aboard.”

      “Someone locked one of them out,” she said studying the logs. “It was either Jazz or Veloshira, and Veloshira was always at the stick. She must have gone after Chris after all.”

      “Only there’s a problem with that,” Chloe said. “How would she know where to find him? That wormhole appeared out of nowhere, we didn’t even know it existed when they left.”

      “The Silver Raven’s sensors wouldn’t have pinged it while still docked in the Winston Churchill.”

      Chloe (technically Vaish) was a host to one of the goddesses. Jazz was too if their encounter back in Vancouver proved anything. She remembered losing control of her body and mind for a moment, and nearly killed Odelea. The gem and the goddess linked with it made her do it. And according to Avearan, Ella did something similar and was still out their spaced out, surrounded by someone she described to fit the appearance of Hannah.

      It had to have been Jazz’s turn, Chloe experienced it, Ella did, Jazz was no different from them, he too was a host. The Silver Raven upped and left without warning and Eupiar’s logs showed signs of something shady going on prior to it vanishing and traveling to the wormhole. Jazz was heading to Oyuri against his will. Destroying the Celestial Order’s fleet wasn’t going to be enough to secure victory, she had to stop him.

      “Eupiar, when we enter the system, I want you to keep reaching out to the Silver Raven. Once you learn of something, anything, tell me and only me, right away. Okay?

      Chloe traveled to the armory on the opposite section of the habitat ring. She began to suit up in preparation for the coming storm with her protect suit. Gavin slid in as she adjusted her tactical visor, it was the first time she had seen him since his return from the dead. Bald head, cybernetically wired arms and chest. He was a walking symbol of how future soldiers might look like if they have psionic powers.

      “Chambers, love the new look.”

      “Care to join me and make a fashion statement?”

      “I’m not cool enough for that,” she said, smiling.

      “You might be,” he said, his voice was of a serious tone. “That gem—”

      “Not another word about that fucking thing.”

      “That fucking thing, gave me the potential to develop these gifts, just like Dr. Lynn. And you, you had that thing before I did.”

      Vaish technically had it, though Chloe was the one who held onto it after Anna passed. “I’m a psionic?”

      “You probably got what it takes to become one,” Gavin said. “When this is all over pay the Titan black site a visit.”

      “You came up here tell me all that?”

      “No I came for a side arm.”

      “You’re a psionic, you don’t need a gun.”

      “Fuck that.” He reached for an ePistol in the lock up. “I don’t have all the upgrades anyways. I’m still a work in progress.”

      Chloe sat in the armory long after Gavin left. She stared down at the pistol in her hands and tried to move it with her mind. As expected it remained in her hands. Is this what Hannah had meant in the first dream? She said I had to take the gem, was it so that I could become a psionic?
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* * *

      ESV Sun Tzu, on approach to wormhole, edge of Sol planetary system

      The Sun Tzu came to a full stop before the mouth of the wormhole. It was the point of no return for the UNE and Imperial fleet as the ships behind also came to a stop. Through the wormhole one could see Oyuri and faint light from Barnard’s Star and the Leviathan, Pelican and order loyal imperial ships clustered together.

      Admiral Stone stepped up to her central hologram, happy she was able to do without magnetic boots thanks to the return of her Radiance psionic. She took a deep breath, cleared her mind of all doubt, and knew that, win or lose, the galaxy would forever remember this day. The day the human race singlehandedly forced the Hashmedai Empire and Radiance Union to stand together with the UNE and take a stand to fight for freedom.

      “Take us through Ensign and tell the rest of the fleet to follow.”
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* * *

      Scathing Hand, on approach to wormhole, edge of Sol planetary system

      “The human ships are entering first,” Delin said.

      T’esih looked at Avearan, the Hashmedai salvager who controlled a human body, who was her new replacement psionic. Most of the crew was worried about Avearan’s performance given her lack of cybernetics. T’esih was happy to have a replacement for Martop and happy to have a chance to avenge his unnecessary death at the hands of the Yominv.

      Yominv, she shook her head at the thought of him. “Let’s go, have all command ships release their ships and enter,” T’esih said.
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* * *

      Abyssal Liberator, Barnard’s Star system

      Karklosea’s ESP sent imagery to her thoughts of a fleet entering the system via a strange singularity. It consisted of Hashmedai ships and human battleships. They all were appearing at an area of space near Oyuri.

      “The council wasn’t kidding,” Karklosea said. “Set a course to Oyuri, have all of our ships follow behind.”

      “Already on it,” the helmsman said.
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* * *

      Leviathan, near Oyuri, Barnard’s Star system

      “Admiral—”

      “I see it,” Yominv muttered as he watched the situation unfold before his eyes.

      Human and Hashmedai worships loyal to Kroshka poured out of the wormhole, a wormhole Yominv requested to be shut down after the Silver Raven and the remaining order allied ships came across.

      “I somewhat wished I didn’t see it, however . . .” Yominv said. “Prepare for battle.”
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* * *

      Abyssal Pelican, near Oyuri, Barnard’s Star system

      Jainuzei’s smirk never vanished in the aftermath of watching the human and imperial fleets enter the system. He grew tired of waiting, tired of searching for the humans that escaped the research complex on Rasi. He wanted a battle, one that would force enemies of the Celestial Order to yield and discontinue their actions against them for all eternity.

      And what better way to do that than to have both the human fleet and the demonic imperial fleet fight at the same time? Both forces would be slain, both forces would tell the stories that the gods supported the Celestial Order and not their wicked ways. If they want to be saved, they had to follow the one true path.

      “Contact the rest of the Radiance fleet,” Jainuzei said. “I am sure they will see this as an imperial invasion force.”

      “They’re not responding.”

      Jainuzei faced the communication psionic with his hands behind his back and a stern look on his face. “What do you mean not responding?”

      “I can’t get a response from any of their psionics, they are blocking me.”

      “I can’t sense Dargonea’s mind at all,” another psionic said.

      “Where are they right now?” Jainuzei asked.

      “On the move from what I can detect. I sense . . . I sense the fleet is coming here.”

      “The gods will provide,” Jainuzei said as he returned to his command chair. “In the meantime take us to our new target. Let us show them what the combined power of the Leviathan and Pelican can do.”

      Shields rose, plasma weapons charged, fighters and interceptors were launched. Plasma missiles and rail guns screamed their battle chants while nuclear missiles prepped and waited for a clear shot. The battle commenced with the most unlikely set of alliances as the dim light from the red dwarf reflected off the hulls of all ships involved.
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* * *

      Courelia city Lower levels, Rasi, Barnard’s Star

      “Right side!”

      Jacob led the marines into vicious urban combat throughout Courelia as they battled angry Celestial Order psionics in the skies and self-resurrecting wraith in the streets. The slums district was located under the upper level of Courelia, the marines pushed through the lower levels meaning it would be located in a blocked off section deeper into the city. It was after all nothing more than undeveloped area that was to be connected to the lower levels.

      Bang, bang, bang, their rifles put down another hoard of angry wraith that was getting in the way to their destination. Boom, a miniature plasma missile launched from Jacob’s arm mounted launcher and shattered the shields of a psionic while Petropoulos finished him off with three bullets through its chest.

      Jacob checked the vitals of all the marines via his holo visor as he arrived at a large wall blocking the slums off from the rest of the developed lower levels. They were all in the green, it was time for phase two. He called for a demo team to move forward and lay waste to the wall with plasma explosives while he and everyone else took cover and shot anything that didn’t look friendly.

      The explosive detonated with loud thunderous blast and created a massive hole, the edges of the hole were glowing red from the intense heat from the plasma blast. Jacob signaled for the marines to storm in and enter the slums while he and Petropoulos covered their push inside.

      “Check your fire, there are noncombatants in this section!”
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* * *

      Leviathan, near Oyuri, Barnard’s Star system

      “Are you ready?” EVE asked.

      Chris was good to go, Sarah nodded in response afterward as did Hijinks, Onatiasha and Zhinbryo had been ready the moment they entered Noylarlie’s quarters.

      “Some psionics are starting to revive, according to Noylarlie,” EVE said.

      “We got the backup we need, let’s take this bad boy out of play,” Chris said as he gestured toward Di’aria and Noylarlie. “Lead the way ladies.”

      Chris, Sarah, Hijinks, EVE, Onatiasha, and Zhinbryo – They all stood together and waited for Di’aria and Noylarlie to perform their psionic teleportation which resulted in them appearing inside the medical ward of the ship. There were several psionics resting and recovering from the mental strain of the Leviathan’s recent jump into the system. Many of them were startled by the unexpected visit, which turned into a deadly ambush as EVE used her brainjack probes to control the minds of ten psionics, the max she could control at once. Those not brainjacked were shot and or slashed to death by the human and Hashmedai invasion party.

      “Glad you’re on our side,” Hijinks said looking at EVE and her newly acquired psionic minions.

      EVE pointed to them. “They however are not glad to be on our side.” Dead silence filled the room in response to EVE’s comment. “That was a joke.”

      “Do you have access to all their powers?” Hijinks asked EVE.

      “For the ones that have recovered yes, those that are still exhausted I only have partial control.”

      Chris and Sarah performed a quick patrol of the area, they were in the clear. “Next stop, the bridge,” Sarah said.

      Their teleport onto the bridge played out decisively as the three humans gunned down every crew member. Those that hid in cover got yanked out by Onatiasha’s tractor beam and were promptly killed by her blade or Zhinbryo’s two-handed weapon. Di’aria and Noylarlie dealt with the remaining psionics with their powers, by burning into ash them with white fireballs. EVE didn’t need to use her rifle, she just controlled the ten psionics she had brainjacked and forced them to lay waste to those that tried to flee.

      One group however did manage to escape during the chaos. Chris recognized them as Gayir and Yominv from the intel reports. Figures the two highest ranking people slip away, he thought as they performed a quick perimeter check of the bridge. No survivors.

      “It would appear we have successfully captured the bridge,” EVE said. “I will inform the Winston Churchill of our progress.”

      Chris wasn’t convinced as he looked out of the forward windshield of the Leviathan. The battle was still raging on, and the Leviathan was still shooting its main plasma cannons toward UNE and Imperial loyal ships.

      Onatiasha checked several computer consoles and confirmed what Chris feared. “No we didn’t,” Onatiasha said. “Everything is locked out.”

      EVE moved toward the helm and began to check the display on its screen. Her psionic minions hovered in the air above her. “A psionic still has control of main ship controls.”

      “Must be that asshole that slipped away,” Sarah said.

      “Looks like he still has control of the weapons too,” Chris said. “Onatiasha are there any other psionics we should know of?”

      Onatiasha spoke to Noylarlie and Di’aria then translated what they said. “They both claim that all psionics aboard are dead with the exception of the one that escaped, Archmage Gayir.”

      Then we still have the rest of the non-psionic crew to fight, Chris thought. “EVE stay here with your new friends, the instant we regain control of the ship use them to control it.”

      “As you wish, Staff Sergeant.”

      Chris directed his attention to the rest of his allies. “Everyone else with me, let’s find these fools and deal with the rest of the ship’s crew.”

      “If I may Staff Sergeant,” EVE said. “May I have Noylarlie stay with me. We may be able to periodically redirect the Leviathan’s main weapons away from the fleet.”

      “Very well, alright guys let’s form up!”

      Di’aria began to focus and used her gifts to whisk her along with Chris, Sarah, Hijinks, Onatiasha, and Zhinbryo away from the bridge and onto the lower decks of the Leviathan. A systematic deck by deck search and destroy sweep began, one that left no survivors amongst the ship’s crew and ground assault teams.
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* * *

      Scathing Hand, near Oyuri, Barnard’s Star system

      Six Radiance cruisers led by the Abyssal Liberator decelerated from sub light speeds to join the fight and began to rain plasma down upon the flickering overshields of the Pelican. The final players in the battle arrived and were promptly informed not to attack the Leviathan until EDF finished their task or was confirmed killed in combat.

      It didn’t take the Pelican long to realize Radiance no longer supported them so they shifted their offensive rotation to target Radiance cruisers as order loyal Hashmedai ships broke off and began to attack the Radiance newcomers.

      T’esih watched the whole change of events unfold. She clenched her fists knowing that the next order that was about to come out of her mouth was one she had to force herself to say. “Have Destroyer wings eight through seventeen cover the Radiance fleet.”

      She spent her whole life growing up hating all members of Radiance, and spent her military career fighting and killing as many as she could on the frontlines. Now she was ordering ships to protect them.
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* * *

      ESV Sun Tzu, near Oyuri, Barnard’s Star system

      Admiral Stone took notice of the turn of events as the Pelican began to fire less on the UNE ships and more toward the Imperial destroyers rushing to the aid of Radiance. Hashmedai overall had the weakest shields and therefore were at a greater risk of being destroyed. The Imperial fleet already lost six ships since the battle began, they were also the heavy hitters when not factoring in the nuclear strikes from the UNE ships.

      The fleet needed those destroyers in one piece.

      “Have the JFK, Winston Churchill, Barack Obama and Shaka Zulu slow down those Hashmedai order loyal ships,” Stone said.

      “Yes ma’am.”

      “Instruct the rest of the fleet focus fire on the Pelican and remind them they have other ships they could target.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Leviathan, near Oyuri, Barnard’s Star system

      “Clear!”

      Yominv and Gayir were still at large as Chris, Sarah, and Hijinks dispatched what was believed to be the last of the Hashmedai aboard the ship. Keyword, believed.

      They were proven wrong seconds later as a psionic teleported in with a detachment of guardians and warriors. One guardian raised his sword and used its tractor beam to pull Hijinks toward him. He was quick to raise his blade and bring it down toward the woman. And there was nothing Chris or Sarah could do. They were further up in the hallways when it happened.

      Di’aria’s quick reflexes caused her body to transform into blue light, slip behind the guardian, and release a shockwave that tossed all the enemy forces backward. Hijinks was free, but not for long, the enemy Hashmedai forces were climbing back. Then there was the psionic that brought them in, they were preparing to unleash a wide white fireball. Di’aria ran toward Hijinks held onto her then jump ported the two of them away to a deck below them.

      They were safe for now, wherever they went to. The real question that was on Chris’ mind as he, Sarah Onatiasha and Zhinbryo took cover, was where the hell did the other psionic come from?

      “Staff Sergeant it would appear we have a problem,” EVE transmitted to his comm link.

      Chris ducked as a fireball shot past him, “You don’t say EVE?”

      “The Leviathan is being boarded by the order loyal Hashmedai forces,” EVE said.

      “Shouldn’t the mind shield—”

      Chris stopped himself midspeech as he and Sarah began to fire their rifles toward their new targets. The Leviathan was a Hashmedai ship, there was no reason it would allow its mind shields to block out teleportation from ships it deemed friendly such as those from the order. The Celestial Order Hashmedai were trying to retake the ship, or evacuate to it. According to the comm chatter the fleet was slowly picking off some of the order loyal Hashmedai ships.

      “It would be wise for you to return to the bridge right away as this is the safest place on the ship right now,” EVE said.

      “Yeah, we’ll get right on that,” Sarah said.

      “I detect sarcasm in your tone of voice, are you unable to return to the bridge in ample time?”

      “We lost contact with Di’aria, so yeah.”

      “Very well, I will request that Noylarlie bring you back up.”
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* * *

      “We must flee, Admiral,” Gayir said as he and Yominv walked toward the entrance to the Leviathan’s interceptor docking bay.

      “We have ships coming to aid us.”

      “We can’t be certain they will succeed.”

      “I can’t allow this ship to fall into their hands if we leave,” Yominv said. “Reach out to Neviana’s mind, tell her I have a task for her.”

      He opened the door that led into the interceptor bay. It was a massive area with a huge drop door on the floor that led out to space for interceptors to depart or board the Leviathan. If a ship were to slip inside and fire it’s weapons, it could do major internal damage to the Leviathan, and potentially destroy if the damage were to hit the reactors. Should the team boarding the Leviathan fail, it would be Neviana’s duty to ensure nobody would have access to the Leviathan.

      “There should be a transport at the far end,” Gayir said. “Let’s get aboard and get you to safety.”
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      Leviathan, near Oyuri, Barnard’s Star system

      Two unwanted psionics were vaporized instantly as EVE’s ten brainjacked psionics combined with Noylarlie’s psionic fire rained white fireballs onto them. Chris and Sarah remained hidden behind computer stations and periodically fired rounds at Hashmedai that didn’t get instantly killed by EVE and Noylarlie. Onatiasha and Zhinbryo remained on the opposite end of the bridge and prepared themselves as the teleportation rate increased.

      After ten minutes an overwhelming force of Hashmedai psionics and warriors loyal to the Celestial Order continued to appear from multiple flashes of light on the bridge. Chris began to wonder how long they could hold out as they still had no access to the ship’s systems. Hijinks, Di’aria now would be a good time to lend a hand.
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* * *

      “Holy shit!” was all Hijinks had to say about the sheer size of the Leviathan’s interceptor bay.

      One could fit a whole football stadium inside it and still have a bit of wiggle room. The floor opened up to space while a force field kept the vacuum outside as well as unwanted guests. There were several long catwalks that stretched across the bay. Each one had connected to various platforms that were designed to hold in place interceptors and the far end of the bay, transports.

      She saw down below at one of the lower catwalks, Gayir and Yominv walk toward a platform with various transports on it. Hijinks looked behind at Di’aria, she too saw the advantage they had, too bad there was a language barrier. Hand gestures, finger pointing and nods, and grunts, universal language at its finest.

      Hijinks and Di’aria tip toed across the catwalk and hoped to get close enough to do something . . . she didn’t exactly figure that part of the plan out. Hijinks was a pilot, and while she knew how to use a gun, trick attacks were not her specialty, never mind the fact that the bay was huge, it was going to take them minutes just to get near the two, who by then could have boarded the transport and fled.

      She stopped in front of an interceptor and looked at it as an idea came to her. The interceptor next to her was an older model, the psionic interceptor that was seen during the original Hashmedai invasion of Earth. Some of the interceptors were designed so that a psionic co-pilot sat in the back and provided support for the pilot and remotely controlled three drones with their mind. Recent intel stated that psionic interceptors like that were being phased out as there weren’t enough psionics in the imperial forces to become co-pilots for them. It would make sense that a ship like the Leviathan would have these. It’s supposed to be a psionic dreadnought able to carry and launch more fighters than normal carriers.

      She called out to Di’aria as she climbed inside one of them. The controls were alien to her as well as the language displayed on the holoscreens. It didn’t take long for Hijinks’ pilot thinking to take charge and figure out the basic operation of the craft, not to mention Solaris fighters were based off the designs of interceptors. After fiddling with the controls, she had access to the interceptor and performed a few test moves. It moved forward when she wanted it, backward when she demanded. Good enough, she thought as Di’aria clued in and entered the psionic co-pilot seat.

      The interceptor broke free from its platform and Hijinks flew it toward Gayir and Yominv seconds before they were about to slip into their transport. She sent them a hello message via a rapid discharge of hot plasma. Her assault shot toward them and hit the transport they had eyes on. It exploded instantly, too bad Gayir jumped out away with Yominv.

      Di’aria used her powers and activated the long dormant drones inside the interceptor as Hijinks flew their captured craft closer to the two and fired relentlessly. Gayir placed a protective psionic barrier around himself and Yominv and it deflected the incoming attacks. She kept firing and hoped that between her assault and the drones that fired plasma thanks to the aid of Di’aria that his barrier would fail and his psionic mind become weaken.

      An interceptor from space entered their skirmish via the lower entrance on the floor of the hanger bay. It was covered in red stripes. Hijinks remembered it very well, the interceptor that killed Hammer. She pulled her attacks away from Gayir and began to take evasive turns all while carefully avoiding hitting the walls, ceiling, and catwalks within the bay. It might have been large but it wasn’t the opened vastness of space she was used to flying in. An indoor dogfight, now I’ve seen it all, she thought as the two interceptors shot plasma back and forth at each other.

      Di’aria began screaming words at Hijinks that she didn’t understand, she might as well have been speaking Russian, she certainly had the accent for it. Hijinks thought it was because she had smashed their interceptor into the walls and ceilings four times as she tried to avoid getting shot. She found out why Di’aria was frantically yelling a moment later as she lost control of their craft. It was as if the interceptor had a mind of its own. Right, mind shields. The interceptor they hijacked was set by default to allow any Hashmedai psionic to take control of it. Gayir, a psionic was behind them, while the ace pilot in front was also a psionic, one of the two had merged their minds with their controls, or perhaps it was both?

      Di’aria was trying to override them, or so it felt, as the craft jerked back and forth like two forces wanted it to do something different. Hijinks got the feeling Di’aria wanted the craft to face Gayir and so she pulled on the stick on an attempt to force the interceptor to move its nose toward the Archmage. Little by little they inched toward him, it was just enough for her to see Yominv about to enter another transport further up.

      She began to fire.

      Nothing happened.

      She refused to give up, and kept hitting the fire command.

      After many attempts one bolt of plasma released and smashed into the transport. It was enough to make Yominv think twice, but not enough to stop them.

      Hijinks thumb repeatedly smashed onto the fire commands, she hoped that another blast of plasma might slip away as Di’aria fought to regain control of their ship. Their interceptor began to fire more shots consistently, Di’aria managed to regain control of the interceptor’s weapons Hijinks figured as she still wasn’t able to aim or fly the interceptor correctly. A random transport exploded during her unfocused barrage, then another one nearby, Hijinks wasn’t letting up on the assault. The explosive blast from the last transport that got hit was enough cover Gayir’s protective dome. The heat and debris combined with Hijinks flailing attacks created a distraction that took Gayir’s mind away from the task of remotely controlling their interceptor.

      Gayir lost control of their craft Di’aria’s mind was free to control the drones and pick up where two feisty red headed women left off, attacking Gayir now more than ever as his shield was gone. Gayir attempted to jump port away. Half his body dematerialized, the other half was vaporized. Hijinks wasn’t sure where the rest of his body had landed, probably out in space as there was no psionic brain left to guide it. That’s one problem dealt with, now for the other, Hijinks thought as she faced the red striped interceptor whom still had partial control of their interceptor.
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* * *

      Zhinbryo’s leaping cleave dispatched the last of the Hashmedai boarding party on the bridge. Chris took a breather and prepared himself for another wave to teleport in. There was always another wave.

      “Staff Sergeant, it would appear I have control of the ship would you like me to readjust the mind shield’s security protocol to only—”

      “For gods sake yes!” Chris shouted.

      “Very well, Staff Sergeant, readjusting mind shield.”

      Everyone got up from their cover as EVE began to take control of the ship. Chris lost count of how many bullet-riddled, incinerated, and sliced in half bodies littered the bloody floor of the Leviathan’s bridge.

      Zhinbryo said something in Hashmedai to Chris and he asked Onatiasha to translate. “What did he say?”

      “He’s says he killed more targets than you, and that real warriors use melee weapons,” Onatiasha said.

      “Is that so?”

      “And he wants to have a drink with you after this is over,” Onatiasha said. “And so do I.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Gladius squadron, near Oyuri, Barnard’s Star system

      “Hey Aura,” Gavin said. “Wanna do something really crazy?”

      With EVE’s announcement to the fleet that EDF had taken control of the Leviathan, she slipped in a transmission to Gavin that made his face lit up. The elusive psionic interceptor had entered the Leviathan’s massive interceptor bay and was not only trapped as EVE programmed the Leviathan’s shields to only iris for UNE ships, but the mind shield now rendered their powers useless.

      “Define crazy,” Aura transmitted back.

      “EVE has a gift for us inside the Leviathan.”

      He piloted his fighter toward the Leviathan as Aura followed behind. They dodged missiles, plasma fire and the like from the epic battle around them and began to swoop downward to the underside of the Leviathan as they got in rage.

      “Red Lotus cover us,” Aura transmitted.

      “Been doing that since the action started,” Red Lotus said.

      All interceptors that took notice of the two were promptly shot down by Red Lotus. The two the simultaneously slowed their approach to fly up and inside the Leviathan and entered its football stadium sized docking bay. The bay was slowly being set on fire by the battle by the red striped interceptor and an old psionic interceptor that hadn’t seen action since the first invasion of Earth.

      “According to EVE that’s Hijinks,” Gavin said. “So let’s not shoot her, shall we?”

      The fight quickly turned into a one sided three on one bout. The red striped interceptor had nowhere to go, EVE wouldn’t let it out nor did it have any psionic abilities to use as Gavin and Aura’s rail gun fire shot at it with no issues. The red striped was no doubt trying to do as much damage as possible to the interior of the Leviathan.

      Plasma fire from Hijinks’ interceptor delivered the blow that shattered its shields, while a plasma missile launched from Gavin’s fighter came under control of his telekinetic powers. He guided the missile to follow the zigzagging interceptor as it made one last attempt to start a major inferno inside the Leviathan. In the end his missile hit its mark and the red striped interceptor crash-landed on the last remaining catwalk.

      Both Gavin and Aura’s fighters hovered above it and watched as the psionic pilot struggled to escape from her burning craft. “You gotta do the honors, Aura,” Gavin said.

      “For Greg “Hammer” MacTavis,” Aura said. “And every other human being you killed, you fucking bitch.”

      A single missile left Aura’s fighter and delivered its fatal payload onto the red striped interceptor, and turned it into an exploding bonfire of metal. There was nothing left of her body. Hammer’s death was finally avenged.
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* * *

      Yominv panted as he ran through the halls of the Leviathan having narrowly escaped the chaos inside the interceptor docking bay. He needed a way out and fast as he ordered Neviana to lay waste to the ship from the inside.

      “Admiral are you there?”

      Help at last, thank the gods! “Yes, I’m still on the Leviathan trying to find an escape pod.”

      “Don’t do it sir, that human machine has them rigged,” the Hashmedai officer said. “Get to the airlock quickly we have a transport on the way.”

      “At once!”

      Yominv ran toward the airlock and saw the insides of a transport as it docked with it. This was it, his escape from the tragic situation. He ran as fast as his aged and out of shape legs would take him. The airlock doors opened and he let himself in, there was one set of doors left then freedom. The airlock doors that led directly into the Leviathan slid shut while the doors that led the transport remained closed, even after he inputted the command to open them. The transport pulled away seconds later.

      “Wait! I haven’t boarded yet!”

      A voice began to speak over the airlock’s speaker. It was a monotone human female voice that said in English. “Daisy, Daisy give me your heart to do.” It sounded like a song rather than direct speech. “I'm half crazy, hopeful in love with you—”

      The airlock doors Yominv was frantically trying to open prior to the transport departing slid open. The problems he had with breathing due to running, was no longer a problem. Yominv’s body tumbled away from the Leviathan into space and the gargantuan battle around it.
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* * *

      Sarah patted EVE’s shoulder as she and the android watched Yominv get spaced via a projection on the bridge. “Was my attempt at humor better that time?” EVE asked.

      “Well, I’m smiling,” Sarah said to her. “So I’m going to go with yes.”

      Fake transmission, remotely operated transport to lure Yominv, it was all EVE’s idea of a joke that also resulted in them dealing with the last remaining Hashmedai target aboard the ship.
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* * *

      Abyssal Pelican, near Oyuri, Barnard’s Star system

      Jainuzei wasn’t afraid of dying a glorious death in battle.

      But it was clear the Celestial Order’s forces were falling, the Leviathan had been taken over and its mighty plasma cannon were used to destroy the last order loyal Hashmedai ships. The Pelican and the surviving interceptors were all that remained. The combined fire power of the Leviathan, UNE, Radiance, and Imperial ships began to take its toll on the overshields of the Pelican.

      It wasn’t going last any longer, and he knew it. The rest of the crew however insisted the gods would aid them in a form of divine intervention. Jainuzei too believed so, provided they did something that would make the gods want to perform such an act in the first place. Hannah had to finish her duties, she had to send the wraith into aether space and rid it of the evil ones. Then and only then would such divine intervention come into play, and not before. If Hannah failed then it wouldn’t happen, and who was there to ensure no harm came to Hannah?

      Nobody.

      Jainuzei needed to be that somebody, he needed to get off the Pelican and help Hannah in any way possible. While the crew remained at their posts, Jainuzei left the bridge to travel to the hanger bay; with Alisha of course. If he failed then the Pelican was doomed with her aboard, at least with her with him there was a chance she’d be spared. And if not, he’d be giving her one last chance to see her daughter.
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* * *

      ESV Winston Churchill, near Oyuri, Barnard’s Star system

      “Yo, I found it!” Eupiar voice transmitted to Chloe’s ear piece communicator.

      And it was her voice that triggered Chloe to move double-time past hordes of damage control teams amongst the sounds of battle alarms screeching to the flight deck. “Send me its location,” Chloe said a minute later.

      A small projection appeared on Chloe’s visor, it showed an image of the Silver Raven packed on top of the Lyonria structure on Oyuri beneath the eternal eclipse. Next to it was a Radiance transport.

      “I’m looking over the security vids from the cockpit, Jazz was the one that did it, and he looked pretty spaced out,” Eupiar said. “Then there’s this fucker.”

      The projection changed as Eupiar sent Chloe the data. She saw cam footage from the Silver Raven show Torval meeting Jazz outside of the Silver Raven. In Torval’s hands was a pendant with the all too familiar sight of the red gem on it. Jazz was indeed about to follow the path she was forced to. Chloe eyed a dormant transport as the jets of her protect suit gave her enough thrust to move toward it.

      “Captain, permission to take a transport to the surface?” she transmitted to the bridge.

      “Major there’s a shite show going on in case you haven’t noticed,” Xavier said.

      “With all due respect Captain, remember the last time you doubted me?”

      “Major . . .”

      “This is important, as in this whole battle will be for nothing if I say aboard.”

      “There’s still a lot of interceptors in play and Oyuri is six minutes away at sub light.”

      “I’ll be careful.”

      She sat inside the cockpit of the transport and took a few minutes to try to remember all the flight knowledge she had gained from Vaish’s memories. It all came back to her, including some of Vaish’s personal thoughts. It made her grimace, Vaishea stuck in her brain was bad enough, but having fragments of Vaish’s as well?

      I’m going to need a fucking therapist after this.
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* * *

      Lyonria Structure, Oyuri, Barnard’s Star system

      Chloe’s transport landed next to the Silver Raven. It became the third ship to reside on the raised platform on the side of the structure. She exited as the darkness of the eternal eclipse covered the region, she kept her rifle forward and pivoted her head left to right, no wraith, no unwanted company. She made her way toward the Silver Raven, its doors were shut, and she had doubts that knocking was going to get any reply.

      “Hey Chloe,” Eupiar said over her comms. “There’s a three-minute communication delay so I’ll give the heads up. I’m unlocking the door and changing the password now. Pretty easy when they selected the ‘remember me’ option, when you arrive all of this should be happening or in the process of it, so good luck.”

      Eupiar’s timing was impeccable, the Silver Raven’s door opened. She was impressed on how well it all worked considering it would have taken Eupiar’s signals three minutes to reach the Silver Raven, then another three minutes for her to receive the data, only for her next ping to take another three minutes. She must have started work before Chloe had left the Winston Churchill only for those results to be experienced as she got there.

      There was no sign of activity aboard the ship. That was until Chloe made it to the upper deck and saw Veloshira exit from her room she was trapped in. Veloshira didn’t seem happy to see Chloe, though Chloe did stand before her with rifle drawn and protect suit on. Veloshira hissed at her and took on an aggressive stance.

      “Stand down,” Chloe said to her.

      Veloshira spoke in her native language, a language Chloe couldn’t reply to.

      “I didn’t do this, this was Jazz,” Chloe said, knowing fully well Veloshira too had no idea what she had said. Veloshira spoke louder, Chloe sensed that perhaps she was accusing her of hijacking the Silver Raven. “Look out the window, why the fuck would I fly this to some strange floating alien fortress on Oyuri.”

      Chloe pointed toward the cockpit’s window. Veloshira walked toward it and looked out of it then began to mumble more words. Chloe joined her and replayed the footage Eupiar had sent her via a holographic screen. It was all she had to work with as far as communicating with Veloshira went. Veloshira watched the playback closely.

      “Torval,” Veloshira said. It was the only word Chloe understood from her as Veloshira quickly began the process of suiting up and picking her weapons up off the floor.

      Chloe repeated Veloshira’s last word, the only word she knew to say to Veloshira. Veloshira hissed, said several words in her language followed by Torval’s name again as she pointed toward her plasma daggers.

      Torval’s head is the key to her husband and child survival, Chloe thought. Veloshira moved toward the exit and motioned her head toward Chloe for her to join her. You want to go with me eh? Good, didn’t want to die alone anyways.
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* * *

      Hannah leaped up and down excitedly. She saw Jazz and Torval enter the box-shaped room with Kroshka’s gem in hand it was a moment she been waiting weeks to witness. “You brought it! You brought him! We can begin!” Hannah shouted and continued to leap up and down manically.

      Hannah swiped the pendant out from his hands and slid it on Jazz. The gem part of the pendant slowly dangled in front of Jazz’s chest. She felt Emelia’s force exit Jazz and return to her chosen gem. Afterward Hannah returned to the disk-shaped object the two existing goddess gems were placed into. She moved quickly as the mind control over Jazz’s body would not last long during the transition. Ella was a different story as her body and Avearan’s had been swapped. Ella’s and Avearan’s mental ethereal connection only enabled prolonged mind control.

      The disk rose from the floor on its own and hovered in front of the oval wormhole gate. The third gem at last, and it’s the right one! Hannah thought as she slotted it in. Her focus on having all three distracted her from noticing that the wormhole had opened prior to her placing it in. She silently cursed as her plans to open a wormhole that would lead deep into aether space met yet another unexpected delay. As long as there was another incoming wormhole, she couldn’t do anything. It needed to be shut down first before she could use it to go anywhere. Forcing an incoming wormhole to end prematurely was easy, forcing it to do that while someone was using it, was impossible due to the built-in safety protocols.

      Phylarlie.

      Hannah sensed her presence as she slipped through the wormhole. Nobody could see her, she was cloaked. But Hannah knew, she always did. She saw through it as if it there was no cloaking field to start with, one of many talents the goddesses blessed her with.

      “Phylarlie, how delightful for you to join us!” Hannah shouted. It caused Phylarlie to stop moving, shocked that her cloaked body was found easily. “It’s me. Hannah! Don’t you remember? Don’t you remember how I saw you all the time?”

      Phylarlie backed away as she deactivated her cloak, it made no difference to Hannah, she still saw her sultry pale-blue-skinned body as she held her daggers out in preparation for a fight. Hannah snapped her fingers in response, and a dozen wraiths flocked to her side. She reached out and patted several of them as if they were pets.

      “Kill with her,” Hannah said to the wraith.

      Phylarlie’s tactics were unexpected to Hannah. She had expected the assassin to directly attack and try to kill the wraith with her blades. Instead she stunned many of them with her disks then followed up by injecting them with a medical device with her fast Hashmedai hand movement. The injected wraith stopped moving, Hannah sensed the viral agent in their body dissipate and reject the host all out as per its programming.

      “What are you doing?” Hannah yelped. Phylarlie didn’t answer, she only continued to disable and inject wraith with a slick combination of stun or kinetic disks and high speed acrobatic maneuvers. She should have been sent to Earth not Jazz! We wouldn’t be in this mess! “What are you doing!” Hannah yelled.

      The wraiths were slowly reverting back to their original form. It had to stop. The wormhole had to be shut down and reactivated. Phylarlie needed to be taken care of first. Hannah wasn’t indestructible, she was still flesh and blood, and Phylarlie was more than capable to put her down if she tried to interface with the wormhole. Hannah had gifts however, and they became enhanced as the goddesses transferred their psionic force into her body, that was with two gems inserted. Now that all three gems were in place, all three goddesses lent their gifts to Hannah.

      Mind control, that will do the trick, she thought. Sorry it had to come down to this, Phylarlie, you were so nice to me! The last wraith fell as Phylarlie went to inject it. Hannah envisioned Phylarlie slitting her wrists with her daggers, she did no such thing. Her gifts had faded. No, someone was interfering.

      Hannah looked behind and saw the reason, Eicelea and Vynei. They slipped through the wormhole during the commotion and dislodged all three gems from the disk. The source of Hannah’s enhanced gifts, the wonderful aether and psionic gifts were cut off. Hannah’s hands began to twitch from the rage and hatred that formed inside her. She looked away from her hands and toward Phylarlie who stood above a wraith that was slowly reverting back to its human form.

      “Hannah, you used to be such a sweet human girl,” Phylarlie said.

      The gifts gone! That means . . . Both Jazz and Ella broke away from their trance the moment those thoughts had crossed her mind. She was trapped and there wasn’t much the goddesses could have done. Ella and Jazz were no longer hosts to their respective goddess, there was no way to control their next actions.

      Trapped, trapped, trapped no, no, no! Hannah’s hands pulled onto her long raven black hair as she panicked. Her panicking caused the wraith wandering the halls of the structure and outside to rush to her aid. Yes, there was still that. The wraiths were a hive mind and programmed to be loyal to one central queen like figure. Hannah was that figure. Human wraith began to teleport inside one by one, non-human ones had to manually run in. If they were outside, then they were stuck as the structure continued to float high in the skies.

      New wraith emerged into the box-shaped room from multiple directions. It was enough to spark fear in the minds of Hannah’s enemies and in the case of Ella in possession of Avearan’s body, drive her mad with pain as her chip implant began to react to the psionic force of the structure. Ella began to scream and cry out, her hands scoured the floor in a dire search for . . . the gem. Eicelea and Vynei began to panic and to flee back to the wormhole as they dragged Ella along with them. Ella was determined to find the correct gem, the gem that would allow her to switch her body back.

      She found it.

      She touched it.

      Sadly contact wasn’t long enough for the goddess to transfer back and take her as a host as per Hannah’s hopes. Avearan was in control of her body once again, Hannah could sense the shift in her mind as Eicelea and Vynei dragged her back through the wormhole. They were scared, they wouldn’t dare challenge her again.

      Jazz and Phylarlie, they were the only ones left to deal with.
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* * *

      Scathing Hand, near Oyuri, Barnard’s Star system

      Ella flailed her arms about as her thoughts returned to her human self. She was aboard a Hashmedai vessel, surrounded by Hashmedai personnel. None seemed to mind that she was manning a station meant for shipboard psionics. She browsed through her memories, memories that Avearan had left behind during the time she was in control. A lot had happened, too much to waste time trying to remember.

      “Oh bugger,” she said.

      There was a battle going on, and from what she was able to gather Avearan had offered to be this ship’s main psionic.

      “Is there a problem?” T’esih asked her.

      “Just don’t ask me to fly this thing and we’ll be good!”

      Lucky for Ella the battle before her was drawing to a close as the Pelican the sole remaining Celestial Order controlled ship burst into flames.
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* * *

      Slums district, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      “Sir, over here!” Petropoulos yelled over the sound of Miles’ plasma missile launcher as it fired another shot toward Celestial Order psionics.

      He turned around and saw her point toward a boarded-up establishment. The same one from the recording Major Vaughan provided. It was where the human survivors were found. Miles instructed the marines to enter, take cover, and search for the human survivors. Miles and Petropoulos laid down heavy covering fire as the last group of marines entered.

      Their heavy and regular sized exosuit respectively allowed their bodies to run at high speeds inside the establishment where they saw the humans in question. They were injured, roughed up and starving, but otherwise alive. Several Radiance races stood above them, they were all armed and looked as if they were protecting them. The leader of the group, a Linl male psionic approached Miles and Petropoulos.

      “Hold on, you don’t look mutated or from the order,” the psionic said.

      “Speak English, eh?” Miles said.

      “I’m Heurol, I presume you’re humans?”

      “What gave it away?”

      “Your complete lack of disregard for my bar as you push in here and provide the backup we didn’t request. Not that I’m complaining.”

      “Confirmed, sir,” Private Jyun shouted to Miles from the rear of the establishment. “These are the refugees they were talking about.”

      “Alright let’s get these people ready for evac,” Miles said.

      “Not so fast, your heroics alerted every Celestial Order member and wraith in the city, and probably led them right to us,” Heurol said.

      “Didn’t have a choice,” Petropoulos said.

      “He’s right, it’s gonna be a wee bit of a run back,” Miles said, then addressed the marines awaiting new orders. “Ball up everyone. We hold this spot ‘til further notice.”

      Miles had two missiles left in his launcher. The other marines that donned heavy exosuits were in a similar position as they pressed on and held their ground against the advancing Celestial Order rangers, psionics and their wraith minions. Whisper members from inside the establishment came up from a rear elevator and joined in the battle. The human survivors hid behind the deployable cover Miles and the rest of the heavy exosuit laid down.

      Miles held onto his rifle and aimed it toward an order ranger whose shields had just shattered. He was seconds away from pulling the trigger to put the enemy combatant down when someone did it for him.

      Someone with a plasma rifle.

      Multiple blue flashes of light lit the AO up, psionics were teleporting in, some were Radiance others were Hashmedai and most puzzling part of all, they all had teams of marines with them. The battle Miles was engaged in became confusing to follow. Humans, Radiance and Hashmedai working together to help the Whisper fight off the wraith and Celestial Order?

      I don’t get paid enough to think this hard!

      “Hold your fire, hold your fire!” a marine shouted toward him as he took aim at a Hashmedai warrior.

      “You got Hashmedai behind you!” Miles said to the marine.

      “They’re on our side, sir.”

      “I can see that, now the question is are you on our side?”

      The answer to Mile’s question came, but not with words, rather actions. The Celestial Order’s forces withdrew quickly as the unholy alliance between the three sides overwhelmed them. The AO was confirmed to be secured after a quick search from all sides. The human refugees were hastily prepped for evacuation to safety afterward.

      This is gonna be one helluva report to write, he thought as he saw a marine exchange fist bumps with a Hashmedai guardian and Radiance ranger.
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* * *

      Lyonria Structure, Oyuri, Barnard’s Star system

      Phylarlie reappeared from her jump port on one of the lower floors of the structure, or so she thought. Her knowledge of the place all came from the story Odelea told her in regard to what they were doing prior to leaping through the wormhole. It was a massive and largely unexplored Lyonria fortress of some sort. She moved through the hallways quickly ignoring all the details of its unique design and hoped that her past experience with the wraith held up true, in which they sense her presence and follow her. If so, the stroll she took should buy Jazz enough time to escape.

      She entered a room full of strange devices and moving joints, it looked like a reactor of some sort, or perhaps a power disruption junction. She saw ripples of purled bolts of energy streak across it while tiny beams of light from a wide spectrum of colors radiated from the sides. It was something important in regard to the operation of this place. If important things got damaged, bad things usually came next.

      Phylarlie filled her hands with her gravity well disks and looked back up at the reactor like device. She held off for the longest time on using these disks due to their theoretically destructive power of creating micro singularities that would pull all matter toward it and force it to orbit it. She placed several of the powerful disks across the apparatus inside the room, if her theory was right, triggering these disks would usher in the destruction of this place as it imploded from the inside out. Even if she was wrong, the damage done to the equipment meant it would not survive and might trigger a chain reaction of explosions and system failures throughout the structure.

      There was no way she could save all the people who were converted to wraith, not in her current position she figured. It was best to take this place out, then deal with the outbreak afterward. She placed the last disk on the wall officially completing the work she lay out on for her trap. She sat and waited for the wraith to find and swarm her and wondered how fast she could make it out of before she got caught in the gravity well.
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* * *

      “Run all you want, Jazzy, you can’t win!” Hannah taunted him.

      Jazz made his exit from the chamber and back across the long bridge he was forced to walk across with Torval. Hannah was insane, a hundred percent and it enraged him to know that there was not a damn thing he could do to revert things back to the way they were. She was gone and replaced with a tool to be used by aliens for their whack ass plans.

      Jazz noticed the wraith disperse after Phylarlie jump ported away; it gave him a bit of breathing room in regard to the situation. Though, he was curious as to why Phylarlie was here in the first place. Last time Jazz checked he and Veloshira passed on their assignment of killing Avearan onto her. Oh right, he thought as he put everything together. Phylarlie’s mission probably led her here.

      Chloe appeared out from the teleportation alcove and started to haul ass across the bridge over to where Hannah remained. Jazz was an index finger away from removing his cloaking field when he saw Jainuzei and Alisha appear from the same alcove. If Jazz had revealed himself to Chloe it would have given his presence away to Jainuzei as well. He had to keep silent. He had to use this chance to get the drop on Jainuzei and kill his ass once and for all.

      Jainuzei saw Chloe and began to charge toward her with his rifle drawn. Now or never Jake, drop this motherfucker now!

      “Major Vaughan!” Jainuzei shouted toward her. “Stop, this will be your final warning!”

      Chloe stopped her movement only to face Jainuzei with her weapon aimed toward him. Behind Chloe was Hannah inside the boxed shaped room, she was on her hands and knees gathering the gems off the floor. Chloe was close enough to delay her, but she wasn’t going in knowing that Jainuzei could shoot at her from across the bridge. She needed exactly what Jazz needed five minutes ago, backup. Reassurance that attacking Hannah would not be met with unexpected results because nobody watched your back.

      Jazz threw two stasis mines on the bridge, one for Jainuzei and one for Alisha. The two walked closer toward Chloe, who kept them in the sights of her scope.

      “Get away from my daughter!” Alisha yelled at Chloe.

      The two of them triggered his mines and became frozen in time. Jazz terminated his cloak and gave Chloe thumbs up for her to intervene. She returned the gesture and charged forward toward the box-shaped room.

      According to Veloshira, Jainuzei broke free from his stasis mine quickly. It was probably due to the advanced cybernetics inside his combat armor, or perhaps it was all the weight he was packing. He did carry all his weapons with him. As predicted, Jainuzei was free moments later, and was treated to the sight of Jazz wielding his plasma katana.

      “I should have known you would be lurking,” Jainuzei said.

      “Turn around and save yourself from forcing Alisha to grieve the death of someone else.”

      Jainuzei smirked and reached for his plasma polearm. “You challenge me then?”

      “I ain’t moving motherfucker.”

      “Then I shall move you myself!”

      Jainuzei’s weapon activated and emitted green burning light as did Jazz’s katana. Both men sized each other up like ancient Japanese warriors bracing themselves for a fight to the death.

      “Planning to push me off? Or throwing me off? Last time I checked you didn’t have much luck offing me like that.”

      “Very well, human, let us see what lies between your legs.” Jainuzei aimed the tip of his polearm forward as he took on an elegant combat stance. “As they say on your world, en garde.”

      Jazz wrapped both of his hands around the hilt of his blade and snickered. “I’ll let you try my wu-tang style.”

      The two fought and swung their weapons with ferocity, grunting and roaring with each cleave, thrust, and lunge. Jazz could feel Jainuzei’s technique was of an Earthly origin, it reminded him of the days he and Alisha practiced naginata versus kendo techniques. Alisha, she must have given him pointers on how to use this weapon. Shit!

      Jazz leapt backward and narrowly avoided a thrust aimed toward his chest. He quickly looked back and made sure she wasn’t too near the ledge as the bridge they fought on had no railings. One bad step backward and it was over.
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* * *

      My fucking ears! Phylarlie thought as she recovered from the loud shrieking noises the wraith made.

      She looked around and saw between two and four dozen wraiths slowly enter the room and surround her. They were close enough for her trap. She psionically activated the disks, and they exploded forming a black and purple sphere like rift in the space time continuum. Nearby wraith were pulled toward it and circled it, unable to move from its gravitational force. The walls in the room began to crumble to tiny pieces, those too got pulled into the rifts. Eventually the machines started to fail and their mechanized joints were pulled apart a bit at a time and joined the orbiting clusters of junk and spiraling wraith. The machinery that came apart as Phylarlie predicted, created a chain reaction of explosions as the reactor’s core ruptured.

      Of course Phylarlie was long gone when that occurred. She used multiple jump ports to escape the gravity well and went to the far hallways of the Lyonria structure, a structure that was on its way to its end. She took a deep breath before she made another multiple round of jump ports back up to the box-shaped room. Jazz needed to be not inside the structure in the next ten minutes or so.
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* * *

      Torval stumbled several times as he sprinted toward his transport. The structure began to shudder a lot within the last minute. He officially owed Hannah nothing and wanted to keep it that way. Hannah’s power, the goddesses, it wasn’t what he signed up for, he thought he was merely doing what the gods wanted of everyone. Now he only wanted to escape and disappear, there were no gods, at least they wouldn’t be any once Hannah and the goddess were finished with them.

      His transport was in sight as he stepped out onto the platform where it was parked. The Silver Raven was still there as well and oddly enough, there was another transport next to it. It was human in design, he wondered if humans had made it through the wormhole as well. If so, this was another sign there were no gods, they wouldn’t have allowed that to happen.

      He was almost there, he could see freedom waiting for him. He just needed to get inside the transport and escape to safety.

      Five meters away.

      Four meters.

      Veloshira appeared in front of him and plunged her twin daggers through his chest. He fell over screaming as his hands held his burning chest. His breathing became tough, at least one of those daggers had burned a hole through his lung. He looked up at the sky and saw the moon eclipse the red dwarf star, then Veloshira’s face eclipse it. It was the last thing Torval saw before he lost his head.
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* * *

      Jazz fell over backward, he smashed against the hard surface of the bridge, and the impact caused Jazz to lose grip on his katana. Jainuzei had snuck in a slick leg sweep with the end of his polearm. Jazz tried to get back up, Jainuzei’s boot had other plans it slammed onto his chest and forced him to stay down. Jazz looked at the hilt of his katana, he tried to stretch his hands out to grab it. He only felt the warm air in his hands as the katana was too far out of his reach.

      Jainuzei made matters worse as he used the tip of his weapon to flick the blade further across the bridge. Jazz reached inside his coats pocket to grab his plasma pistol, Jainuzei’s other boot kicked it away tumbling off the bridge and into the abyss below the two of them. Jainuzei pushed the tip of his plasma polearm closer to Jazz’s face. The heat from the tip of the weapon began to singe the flesh on Jazz’s forehead as he felt the painkillers and medical systems of his suit began to activate to counter.

      Jazz stared up to look at Jainuzei’s face the best he could given the amount of light the weapon that was in front of his face was generating. Jainuzei hadn’t finished him off, Jazz figured he was giving him a chance to say some last words, and so he said. “Do it.”

      “Was the shaft of my pole too much for you?”

      “Finish me, I ain’t got all day.”

      Jazz waited for his end to come. It didn’t.

      “You’re a coward,” Jazz said, taunting him. “You don’t have it in you, eh?”

      Jainuzei looked at Jazz’s katana then back at Jazz. “I will not slay an unarmed man.” Jainuzei stepped away from Jazz and quickly moved to get Jazz’s plasma katana and add it to his collection of arms like the weapons master he was.

      Jazz got back to his feet, his forehead still singed from the heat. He wanted to continue the fight, but couldn’t as he was unarmed. That and Jainuzei made it crystal clear he was ready to stand by what he said as he aimed the blade that was once Jazz’s toward him.

      “You are weak. An unworthy adversary. One who is no hero to Earth,” Jainuzei added as he looked at Alisha’s still frozen body then back toward the room where Hannah and Chloe were.

      Jainuzei’s head moved back and forth between the two. He was hesitating while he tried his best to make himself appear like an intimating force to Jazz. Alisha or Hannah; Chloe or Jazz. Jainuzei couldn’t decide. Jazz knew it and needed him to keep guessing, keep him on the bridge or Chloe was going to have a bad day.

      Alisha’s stasis net vanished, she was free. Jazz quickly ran behind and grabbed her. Alisha was Jazz’s hostage, and he saw that hateful glare Jainuzei gave him in response. Jainuzei stayed on the bridge, and continued to aim Jazz’s katana toward him in an imposing manner.

      “Release her!” Jainuzei said.

      “Drop your weapons, all eight of ‘em,” Jazz said.

      “Jake!” Alisha yelled. “You fucking asshole, let me go!”

      Jainuzei took several steps closer to Jazz, Jazz inched Alisha’s body over the ledge of the bridge. Her feet dangled above the dip below as she began to scream, kick and shiver. Jainuzei stopped and began to grit his herbivore teeth.

      “You would not dare!” Jainuzei said to him.

      “I killed Jason without hesitation,” Jazz said. “What makes you think I ain’t got it in me to finish her?”

      “Jake please!” Alisha begged as she continued to try to break free from Jazz’s grip.

      “You are better than this,” Jainuzei said.

      “Naw man, been thinkin’ about what you said earlier, about me not being the hero of Earth,” Jazz said, while he looked at how close Alisha’s body was away from the bridge. “And you’re right. I ain’t no fuckin’ hero, I’m the anti-hero. I do bad things, to get the good results I want.”

      “Jake,” Alisha said to him.

      Jazz double-checked where he held Alisha’s body. She was still dangling in the air, but was an inch away from the ledge of the bridge. “Don’t Jake me, you brought this upon yourself,” he said to her. “After all it was you that wanted me to see a therapist. Well guess what? I did and you know what she told me to do?” He released his grip on her. “Let go of you.”

      Alisha’s body began to fall off the bridge as she began to scream loudly.

      Her hands reached up and grabbed a hold of the ledge, delaying her deadly fall. Jazz entered stealth afterward as Jainuzei as expected dropped his weapons and raced toward Alisha to pull her back up.

      “Now you see me,” Jazz said as his cloaked body rolled past Jainuzei and toward his plasma katana laying on the bridge. “Now you’re dead.”

      Jazz waited for Jainuzei to pull Alisha back up, then plunged his blade into Jainuzei’s back. He held back just enough for the end of the blade to stay inside Jainuzei. Had Jazz pushed the entire weapon through him, he would have impaled Alisha in the process. If Jazz truly wanted Alisha dead, he would have straight up pushed her off the edge rather than drop her close enough for her to grab onto the ledge. Jazz played kendo with her enough to know her reflexes were on point.

      A burst of electricity shot away from Jainuzei’s body, Jazz figured his blade cut through his armor’s battery pack. The shock from the discharge sent Jazz and Alisha flying backward, as Jainuzei’s limp body slumped over. Alisha wasn’t moving, but she was breathing from what Jazz was able to gather while he got back to his feet. He reached toward Jainuzei to pull his blade out from his back. It wouldn’t budge, it looked as if it was fused with Jainuzei’s armor. The green glow from his blade ceased as well, the electrical blast shorted out the wiring inside it.

      “On second thought, you like weapons more than I do,” Jazz said as he walked away from his body. “You can fucking keep it.”
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* * *

      “Hannah, stand down it’s over,” Chloe said as she aimed her rifle toward the back of Hannah’s head.

      “Ha!” Hannah yelled as she reinserted the first gem.

      “Don’t do this Hannah, we can help you.”

      “I’ll kill you.” Hannah inserted the second gem then stood holding the disk over her chest, two gems were in it and the third was firmly grasped in her hands. She waved it back and forth in a taunting manner over the last slot, laughing and giggling in the process.

      Chloe hesitated to pull the trigger.

      Hannah didn’t hesitate to place the third and final gem in.

      The gems slotted onto the disk started to glow vibrantly and interacted with the oval wormhole gate. The wormhole opened up and connected to what looked like pink and red clouds, like a nebula out in space, only they didn’t get sucked through the wormhole as expected. Was something blocking them? A force field perhaps? Chloe thought.

      Chloe lost control of her body. Hannah lifted her hand causing Chloe’s paralyzed body to levitate and her grip on her rifle to loosen and let it crash to the floor. It was mind control, but different from before where the voice of the goddess simply told Chloe what to do and she couldn’t resist. Hannah had total control over Chloe’s body. Suddenly Hannah stopped her delightful gaze toward Chloe as she began to yell and scream as she collapsed to the floor.

      “Mommy!” Hannah screamed. “Jazz why did you do that!”

      Something Jazz did got Hannah extremely agitated, and it bought Chloe a few more minutes of life as Hannah turned her attention away from her and toward Jazz as he entered the room. He had a magnetic pistol aimed toward Hamah. Shoot her! Chloe yelled internally to Jazz, not that he would hear her thoughts, though she wished he did as his hesitation only made matters worse.

      What was going through Jazz’s head was likely the same thoughts that went through Chloe’s. Hannah was a danger, no doubt about that, but at the same time was just an insane woman, being controlled by aliens from the beyond. It was that feeling of sorrow for her that caused the two to debate if dropping her was the right thing to do.

      Jazz dropped the pistol and his body began to levitate like Chloe’s, Hannah had them both mind controlled. Hannah walked between their two floating bodies laughing hysterically.

      “Oh Jazzy,” she said to him. “Remember when I was a little girl? Remember all the dolls I used to play with and how I wanted you to play dolls with me? But you never did, you promised to, but you and mommy were always too busy, then you went to war! But now you’re here, now you can return that promise!”

      Jazz and Chloe’s bodies came back to the floor, though neither of them had control, Hannah still did as she made Chloe reach for her combat dagger.

      “You two can be my dolls!” Hannah forced Jazz and Chloe to face each other. “Now what shall we have you two do, oh yes I know! Remember Cedar-Sinai? Remember when you two met? Let’s play!”

      Like a group of puppets putting on a show, both Jazz and Chloe were forced to fight in hand to hand combat. Jazz was forced to remove his armor and fight bare-chested. They were reenacting their first encounter, and if it was going to play out exactly like it did years ago, Jazz’s armor was going to get in the way.

      “You two fought,” Hannah said as Chloe’s mind controlled brain threw Jazz to the floor. “Chloe, you stabbed remember?”

      Chloe fought hard to regain control of her body, but not hard enough as she was forced to plunge the dagger into Jazz’s belly. He didn’t flinch, yell, or react, Hannah’s control was, madness. Madness that couldn’t be allowed to leave the planet.

      “Then what happened? Oh right Kroshka came to your aid, she had Emelia heal you with her powers, the same healing powers wraith use.” Hannah used her telekinesis and flung Jazz’s hemorrhaging body into the corner like a rag doll. “Now, now, now yes! Xyniea came down and shot you.” Hannah forced Chloe to take on a new role, the role of Xyniea as she picked up her rifle and stepped toward Jazz. Two voices began to scream and fight to regain control of Chloe’s body, one was her, and the other was Vaishea. “Twice in the chest.” Bang, bang! Two bullets tore through Jazz’s chest. “And once more in the head.”

      Chloe’s finger that was pulling the trigger stopped as she aimed toward Jazz’s head. Hannah grimaced as the final shot didn’t happen. Vaishea’s and Chloe thoughts were both one, their combined resistance was enough, somehow, some way, to stop the trigger from being pulled. How long was another question as they still had no control over the rest of her body.

      “What’s this?” Hannah said angrily, “You know what I did to my dolls that didn’t work right?” The rifle fell to the floor, and Chloe’s hands wrapped around her neck. “I pulled their heads off.”

      Chloe’s access to air was cut off as her own deathly grip pulled up around her neck. Hannah laughed loud while Chloe’s face turned red. Her vision started to blur, then all out faded away. Chloe’s body dropped to the floor instantly, she didn’t move.
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* * *

      Hannah looked at Chloe’s body strangely.

      She wasn’t finished with her, but yet her control over her mind suddenly shut down. Dead already? It was faster than she expected. She walked over to Chloe’s body as the goddesses within the three gems forced the wormhole into aether space to remain open.

      All that needed to be done was to send the wraith through and hope they had enough to at least kill one or two of the gods. All three of them was the original plan of course, but that would have required one decapitating strike that consisted of millions of human wraiths to storm into the gods’ personal realm in aether space.

      Hannah knelt next to Chloe’s body. She had a pulse. How? She had no mental activity that would have allowed Hannah’s mind control to work.

      “You’re supposed to be dead! I killed you. I killed you.”

      Hannah scanned her body again with her mind, a new wave of mental energy emerged.

      Bang.

      A single bullet ripped through Hannah’s heart.
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* * *

      Vaishea crawled away from the woman she shot with a magnetic pistol she found on the floor next to her. The woman held her chest when the bullet had passed through, her hand was soaked in blood from the wound. The woman fell to her knees, placed her free hand across Vaishea’s armored shoulder, looked directly into her eyes and muttered her last words. “Thank you. I’m free, free from their control, thank you.”

      The woman collapsed onto the floor, dead.

      Vaishea looked around at the mysterious box-shaped room she found herself in. Her neck hurt as if someone was strangling her moments ago, probably the dead woman on the floor in a pool of her own blood. There were dozens of bodies that littered the floor, many of them were wraiths that were in the process of reverting back to their human form. They all had a pulse.

      Vaishea hoped she did the right thing, as she didn’t know who this woman was. However the combat armor and weapons she had, rather Chloe had before their minds swapped suggested they were in the middle of a critical combat operation. She remembered tiny fragments of what had happened in the room, the biggest one being Jazz getting shot.

      She got up having realized Jazz’s body still lay in the corner bleeding. She grabbed his armor and shoved his bloody body back into it. It was of Hashmedai design and therefore it should have self-healing medical instruments and painkillers. She wasn’t sure if it would be enough to save him however, the pool of blood suggested he lost a lot already. She looked down at his body, her tears dripped down from her face onto his. Never in her fake life did she encounter someone that cared so deeply for her.

      She kissed him as she had a feeling this would be the last time they would be together.

      She looked forward and saw an oval shaped object with a disk next to it. The disk had three red glowing gems stuck on it.

      Wait.

      She knew what it was.

      Pre-programmed memory triggers activated, and a wealth of intel gathered from the Celestial Order’s base on Foicanta came to the surface of her mind. It was intel that was locked, hidden in her mind that would make her Whisper cover seem legit.

      It was a frightening moment at first. It was irrefutable proof that her memories were fake and conjured on a computer. Vaishea’s true existence was to prevent the celestial ascension from happening. The goddesses were stored away on the gems, ancient Lyonria who were trying to seek vengeance according to Vaish’s notes. The gateway to aether space needed to shut before the wraith got inside. Even if they failed, it would only encourage the gods to come through and punish those they didn’t like. UNE, Radiance, and the Empire were all expected to view the raging gods as a hostile alien invasion and retaliate, thus triggering a larger conflict.

      No, this had to end now, Vaishea thought as she got up. She held onto the disk and took one last look at Jazz. Then leapt through the wormhole.
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* * *

      Aether space outer core

      “Welcome, corporeal beings have not entered here in a great many cycles.”

      She felt her body sink beneath the pink and purple nebula clouds after leaping through the wormhole. Three figures appeared in front of her, Stoarior, Tym and Livie. The Radiance gods, they looked humanoid in appearance and wore white robes that looked as if they were a source of light.

      “Wraith were expected to come through. We did not expect you,” Livie said.

      “Why did you come?” Stoarior said.

      “I’m here to send the goddesses back to where they came from,” she said.

      “Nivrui, Aviuheart, and Emelia,” Tym said. “The maidens that started the conflict.”

      “Release them, we will punish with them,” Stoarior said to her.

      Defiantly she said, “No.”

      “The Chloe is defiant.”

      “Your grudges have fractured our galaxy, leave us out of it,” she said.

      “We tried to mend the situation,” Livie said.

      “How?”

      “The Himton changed his view, only to be extinguished by the Jerut. We tried to control the Jerut and Telinei but were not as successful. The Odelea however did follow us.”

      “Odelea . . .” She twisted her mouth at their reveal.

      “We thought the Odelea had followed the way of the three maidens and tried to mimic their calling,” Tym said. “It turned out it was not necessary. We were able to have her perform her duties that led to this.”

      “That’s the problem, your way of mending the problem has resulted in countless lives to end,” she said. “Killing the goddesses will only encourage their believers to seek revenge.”

      “We deem it necessary,” Stoarior said.

      “There’s another way,” she said.

      “There is no other way, the ones the Chloe calls goddesses will only seek to try again with their plans,” Livie said.

      “They can’t if they don’t exist in normal space.”

      “If they remained here they will conflict,” Tym said.

      “At least you can control them, perhaps make peace,” she said. “And they will stay out of the politics of our galaxy. Hannah, the Celestial Order, they did all that because they remained in our space. Keep them here and they can’t try again. Make peace with them and this conflict can end once and for all.”

      “It is too risky,” Livie said.

      “What if they were someplace else in aether space, exiled and away from you?” she asked.

      “They will not be a threat, until they figured out how to arrive to our location,” Stoarior said.

      “Defenses can be built,” Tym said.

      “Corporeal influence will not interfere,” Livie said.

      “Does the Chloe wish to perform this task?” Stoarior asked.

      “The Chloe will have to, no Lyonria would risk it,” Tym said.

      “Neither would we,” Livie said.

      Without a second thought she stepped toward the three on whatever kind of invisible floor they all stood on within the nebula and announced. “I’ll do it.”

      “You will die, your physical form cannot stay for a prolong time, your ethereal form however can remain,” Stoarior said. “Consider your choice. Chloe will not be able to return to what you call normal space.”

      “I’ll be fine,” she said with a grin. “I’m not Chloe after all.”
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* * *

      Lyonria Structure, Oyuri, Barnard’s Star system

      Chloe’s body fell away from the wormhole as if she was pushed through it. She collapsed on the floor. If it wasn’t for the fact the entire fortress had started to rumble violently she would have stayed laying down awhile longer. She got to her feet and saw the room where the gate lay was empty, Jazz and Hannah’s body was gone along with the wraith that was reverting back to their original form somehow. There was a package on the floor. It was full of Radiance made medical devices to inject a target with medication. Had someone come up with a cure and not sent her the memo? She picked it up regardless as it was something that needed to be investigated. The shaking of the structure continued. Its integrity was crumbing. She needed to escape, or risk Oyuri becoming her final resting place.

      After a terrifying two-minute run through the halls of the structure and eight inoperable teleportation alcoves later, Chloe arrived outside to the pad the Silver Raven had landed on. Veloshira to her surprise had remained and waited for Chloe as Torval’s headless body lay on the ground next to his transport. This must be Veloshira’s way of repaying a debt, she thought and leaped aboard the Silver Raven.

      “Jazz?” Veloshira asked Chloe as she made it to the cockpit.

      Chloe gave Veloshira the bad news, by shaking her head. Jazz was nowhere to be seen and clearly didn’t make it aboard either. There was no time to go back and search for him either as the structure began to explode from the inside out. Veloshira pulled the Silver Raven away, seconds later the remains of the Lyonria structures crumbled back to the surface in the form of burning debris and dust.

      In orbit, Chloe saw only one force in control, the combined UNE, Imperial, and Radiance fleets. The Pelican and the order loyal Hashmedai ships were reduced to flaming hulks of twisted joints. It was over. Chloe released a gigantic sigh of relief.
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* * *

      Buried Linl ship, Derkurio, Morutrin System

      “Get up,” Phylarlie said to Jazz.

      She looked about at the results of her last second rescue. Jazz and the recovering humans that had become wraith were scattered about in the store of the ship. Eicelea and Vynei’s timing was impeccable as they managed to reactive the wormhole after several failed attempts. According to Eicelea the wormhole at the Lyonria structure had an outgoing one still active which prevented her from reconnecting. Phylarlie wasn’t sure who on that end had opened it, probably Hannah as she wasn’t in the room upon Phylarlie’s return, only Jazz’s body and the rest of the humans were there.

      “Is there a problem?” Avearan said while she watched Phylarlie check Jazz’s vitals.

      “Him,” Phylarlie said, pointing to him. “His suit is keeping him alive, but barely. You still got some of Ella’s medical knowledge, right?”

      “A bit of it.”

      “Let’s get all these humans back to the Dark Star. And see what you can do for him.”
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      ESV Winston Churchill, Earth orbit, Sol system

      Three weeks had passed since the battle of Barnard’s Star and the containment of the wraith threat. As it turned out Chloe’s suspicion of the package she found turned out to be right. Odelea had discovered a cure and had attempted to have someone deliver it to Oyuri only for them to be forced to flee. At least that’s what was in the telepathic communication Ella received from Avearan who met up with Odelea in the Morutrin system in the aftermath. It took scientists on their end a few days, but eventually they managed to reproduce Odelea’s cure and revert all those infected back to their normal selves, as well as inoculate those to prevent the wraith virus from spreading.

      Chloe stood next to Captain Xavier as he sat at his desk in his office. The end of Chloe’s final report was on the display of his computer while he asked her. “What of Johnson?”

      “He’s probably dead,” Chloe said, though she had no way to know for sure, just that she didn’t find his body and the entire fortress had been obliterated. “It’s all in my report, sir.”

      “Just wanted to hear what you really had to say about things,” he said. “What we went through was nothing more than pure madness.”

      The two stood and looked at Earth through his window and the rising sun in the distance. Once again, she did it. She played a role in protecting by far the greatest planet in the galaxy as far as she was concerned.

      “How long do you think?” Xavier asked her. “Before we have to protect this lovely sight again.”

      “I want to say this is it, we’ll never be threatened again.”

      “Oh paper, yes we should be good. Kroshka wants to start peace talks, both the empire and the union have begun to capture or kill the last remaining Celestial Order members. And best part of all Earth will remain an independent nation and stay out of bad blood between the empire and union.”

      Chloe looked away from the blue planet and back toward Xavier. “You’re right sir,” she said. “There is something I didn’t include in my report.”

      “Ha! Let’s have it, Major.”

      “When I was in aether space, my thoughts were one with Vaishea. She spoke to the Radiance gods. They referred to the goddesses as Lyonria and talked about other Lyonria existing in aether space. The gods and goddesses, they all had a beginning, a physical start just like us. Then someone or something made them into what they are, in which they had the power to create and influence the minds of people here. I’m not afraid for the safety of Earth, sir, I’m afraid of what else is going on out there in the galaxy . . . in the universe that we don’t know of.”

      “Radiance did say Earth existed on the edge of an unexplored region of space.”

      “An unexplored region we plan to tame and colonize in the future.”

      “Let’s allow the smart people with university degrees and PhDs figure out a solution to that,” Xavier said as he walked toward the rear of his office. “We got more pressing matters to deal with.”

      “Right, the reason you called me up here.”

      Xavier reached into a duffel bag, and pulled out a soccer ball. “Ever watched a football game in person, Major?”

      Chloe resisted the urge to smile warmly, something Xavier didn’t do. “Sir?”

      “Aura scored some tickets to a game.” Xavier threw the ball toward her, she caught it and couldn’t hold back along longer, smiling while she looked down at the ball. “And you’re coming with us to watch.”

      “That an order sir?”

      “You damn right it is!”
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* * *

      Surrey, Earth, Sol system

      Here goes, Eupiar thought as she stood outside of her family’s home. She marched through the fresh rain puddles and toward the front door and wondered what the response would be as she entered. Would her mother and half-brother be upset she upped and left them for so long? Proud that she helped save the galaxy? The answers to her questions were about to be revealed.

      She let herself in and walked toward the living room couch in the same manner she did when she got home from school. She heard her mother Pernoy drop something on the floor, a spoon by the sound of it, and by the smell of the wonderful aroma from the kitchen, Eupiar was just in time for diner.

      “Eupiar?” Pernoy shouted to her from behind.

      “Hey mom,” she said as she began to unload her laptop out from her bag. “Long time no see—”

      Pernoy quickly ran toward Eupiar and hugged her from behind. “Eupiar, Eupiar, I thought I lost you . . .” If Hashmedai were capable of crying, Pernoy would be in tears. “What were you thinking?”

      “I was thinking I should save the galaxy, or something.”

      “Lyir, come down for dinner!” Pernoy yelled to Eupiar’s brother. “We have an unexpected guest.”

      Pernoy returned to the kitchen to finish up as Eupiar booted her laptop up. She had access to Earth internet once again, and quickly began the daunting task of flipping through nearly three months of unread Facebook newsfeeds, before dinner was served.
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* * *

      Imperial execution grounds, Paryo, Uemaesce system

      Fahia and Eeladen were brought out of the cells by the strong grips of Hashmedai guards by the command of Empress Kroshka. She stood wearing all black. Her dress, veil, shoes, and her long hair, even her makeup was black.

      Both Fahia and Eeladen were forced to their knees as Kroshka approached them and said. “You two have been accused of the following crimes, religious practices, assisting in the Celestial Order’s operations, conspiracy.” She stopped and looked directly at Eeladen. “Failure to protect a member of the imperial family.” She walked away from them with her hands placed behind her back as she looked to the daytime skies. “Do you regret your actions? Do you wish you had given me your loyalty and total devotion?”

      There was no reply, she spun around to face them, and gave the executioner the nod to proceed. Eeladen’s head came off first via the swift swathing cut of the plasma blade. Kroshka didn’t look away at the sight of his head’s removal or the fountain of blood that gushed out from the stump on his neck. Fahia’s turn was next, and her head landed next to Eeladen’s head.

      “Bring forth the next group,” Kroshka said.

      Hashmedai loyal to the Celestial Order or accepted work for them were removed from their cells and forced to kneel before Kroshka. Their last acts in life before their heads were added to the growing collection on the bloody ground.
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* * *

      Imperial Palace, Paryo, Uemaesce system

      Kroshka sat on her throne later in the evening, after two hundred beheadings she had enough for one day. She spent the rest of the evening reviewing reports from the empire, ship deployment, news from the knowledge network and the status of the repairing the Leviathan. It was brought back to Paryo in the aftermath of the battle of Oyuri.

      It took a bit to convince the UNE to hand it over, but in the end a deal was made, though it resulted in her ordering the removal of the MRF, after she had the technology carefully analyzed of course. The empire would one day make their own versions of that technology after careful study and analysis of it.

      Kroshka completed her final task for the evening, approving of Veloshira’s standing with the empire to triple. She hoped it would be a pleasant surprise for her to discover after she departs from the transport she took to pay her vacationing family a surprise visit.

      Onatiasha, Kroshka’s newly appointed personal guardian, left for the night as Danyal stepped out of the elevator and made his way to her. Kroshka smiled at her nephew; he was a splitting image of her brother Akeia. She pushed away the holographic screen she had been reading and walked toward him.

      “I honestly got used to the idea of never seeing this place again,” he said.

      “You are a member of the imperial family. You will always be welcomed as long as I rule.”

      “What happens when you’re no longer the ruler?”

      “Things will be different, permanently.”

      “Peace with the humans?”

      “Possibly Radiance as well, we’re at a cease-fire,” she said. “We shall see. Are you enjoying your stay here so far?”

      “It’s fine, just wanted to know what else I can get since I’m officially being recognized as a prince.”

      “Whatever you want Danyal, you are all the family I have left now.”

      “How about a ship?”

      Kroshka grimaced, she knew where this was going to lead. “You still wish to find Rana?”

      “If movies taught me anything, if there’s no body, then that person isn’t dead,” he said. “I know she’s out there, the question is where.”

      It was time for her to change the subject, as much as she admired his determination such a task should be left for mercenaries and riffraff from the Morutrin system. “Have you copulated with any women yet?”

      Danyal’s face flushed while Kroshka face erupted with laughter. “Wow, really?”

      “Phylarlie is available.”

      “Yeah, I’m a bit young for her,” Danyal said, trying to hold back a smirk. “But you know there was that one cute servant I saw during dinner yesterday.”

      “I shall arrange for her to be there tonight.”
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* * *

      Hasiv’s manor, Muro, Taxah, Uelcovis system

      Phylarlie entered the bedroom that once belonged to Hasiv. She couldn’t believe it; she was back in the home she lived in before running away to travel the stars. She placed her daggers on the cabinet top as she walked through. She wore an immaculate red dress and allowed her hair to hang loose as various jewels adorned it.

      Hasiv was the lord of Taxah, a lord that had no biological heirs, not that it mattered, as everyone that was living in the manor had been killed by the Celestial Order. The closest to a partner Hasiv had been her mother Iolysta, but she’s dead. And so the line of succession fell to Iolysta’s first born, Phylarlie, the new lord of Taxah.

      Repair crews worked for hours restoring the manor to its former glory, the bedroom being the first room to be fixed. The second was Phylarlie’s and Noylarlie’s old bedrooms when they were younger. Phylarlie even went as far as to have it laid out the same way she last remembered it.

      Phylarlie’s lips twisted as she walked past Noylarlie’s restored bedroom, she heard movement inside. Phylarlie moved toward the entrance, and out came Noylarlie. It was almost as if she traveled back in time to a moment when they lived there together. The two long lost sisters looked at each with marvel. They came so close to meeting each over the last year, but it never happened. Until now.

      “I can’t believe it,” Phylarlie said.

      “That’s all you have to say?” Noylarlie said, crossing her arms.

      “Sorry I’m going through some strange emotions.” Phylarlie had heard about the executions, Kroshka spared nobody that had connections to the order. Even those that turned against it were later rounded up. Noylarlie was one of those.

      “Assassins aren’t supposed to have any emotions.”

      “As you can see I’m not one anymore.”

      “The place suits you, I’m happy for you I really am.”

      “You are welcome to stay the night.”

      “Maybe once the repairs are finished,” Noylarlie said, and began to walk away. Suddenly she stopped and added. “By the way, is it true you worked with Radiance to cure the wraith problem?”

      “Depends, is it true you had an Aryile on your ship?”

      “There’s no Aryile on my ship,” Noylarlie said with a smirk. “Someone killed him.”

      Noylarlie walked away out of sight, hopefully not forever this time. Di’aria approached Phylarlie from behind as Noylarlie left. “Does she know?” Di’aria asked.

      “She doesn’t need to know,” Phylarlie said.

      “The offer is still available,” Di’aria said as they walked away from ears that didn’t need to hear what they had to say.

      “I found what you needed,” Phylarlie said. “Treason however isn’t something I want to be a part of during my first year as a lord.”

      “I understand.”

      “Besides Kroshka said things will be different, including treatment of psionics.”

      “I’ll believe it when it happens. Until then—”

      “Until then, wait. There’s a new empress and a new hope for Hashmedai psionics. If Kroshka turns out to be like her mother . . . well then.”
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* * *

      Rome, Earth, Sol system

      Six months had passed since the battle of Barnard’s Star and Destiny’s short-lived detainment by UNE forces. Destiny sat in a decently packed restaurant patio. She enjoyed the warm, light, sunshine on her skin, while the winds blew through her hair, now cut short. She sipped her tea and adjusted her sunglasses, those that looked at her saw her as a tourist staying the night in the city. None of them knew she was a wanted woman on the run. Tetsuya Ishihara sat next to her, one of her best officers during their days as HLF terrorist. His hair was styled nicely, spiky on the top, while the sides of his head shaved.

      A third person joined them at their table, a woman who wore a white summer dress with long brown hair tied into a pony tail. The look on Tetsuya’s face was priceless as he saw her. From his point of view it was none other than Major Vaughan. But Destiny knew better, there was no way the Major would have grown her hair back that fast, unless of course it was a wig. If that was the case they were fucked. Royally.

      “Nice to meet you all at last,” she said to Destiny and Tetsuya.

      “Vaish I presume?”

      “Perhaps,” she said with a smirk.

      “You were the one that, uh.” Tetsuya stopped to pick his next words. “Helped us out?”

      “The Whisper did that,” Vaish said. “They got me out too. I’m one of them after all they weren’t going to let EISS keep me forever.”

      “Why did we get released then?” Destiny said.

      “I need your help,” Vaish said. “I want you to help me find my husband’s killer.”
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* * *

      Port Shala, Morutrin Prime, Morutrin system

      “Home sweet fucking home!” Jazz yelled victoriously as he stepped into his apartment.

      He tossed his gear and belongings from the Silver Raven in the corner and collapsed on the couch. And damn did he miss that couch, and the bed, and the entertainment systems, even the heavier gravitation pull of the planet. This was home now, not Earth, he was a dead man according to them, and he’d rather keep it as that.

      Humans were at least twenty-one years from arriving in the Morutrin system that was assuming they were allowed passage through the space bridge in Epsilon Eridani. Otherwise it would be a longer voyage. Jazz hoped to be far under the radar when that happened. Unless someone invented a faster way of space travel, which wasn’t outside of the realm of possibility. Wormholes and jump drives. They were all very real and proven to work, not widespread, but a reality nonetheless.

      Jazz avoided thinking about Chloe and Vaishea and what had became of them during the last few months of his recovery.  Vaishea was another reminder of a another person he failed to protect in life, a reminder that he had to stop punishing himself and move forward in life.

      On his way back to Port Shala, Jazz took the time to purchase a new data pad. He still couldn’t figure out what had become of his old one. He connected to his personal account and began to browse through the knowledge network and messages left to him during his absence. There was one message that caught his attention, it was recent too.

      He opened, and was treated to a photo of Kroshka sitting on the imperial throne. There was a caption written in Hashmedai below the picture.

      “Welcome back.”

      Well so much for living under the radar.
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* * *

      Alisha’s apartment, Courelia city, Rasi, Barnard’s Star system

      Fortunately for Alisha, the neighborhood she had lived in was one of the few areas that was only mildly damaged during the wraith outbreak. She kneeled next to her bed, and began to chant words in the Radiance language, a prayer to the three gods, before she retired for the night. One of many nights she had to endure knowing that her daughter Hannah was gone forever.

      “Stoarior, Tym, and Livie,” she said in a chant. “I know I’ve never really prayed to you three before, and I know that I probably did something that made you want to take Hannah away from me but. I have a request, and I will do anything you ask for in return. I want you to kill Chloe and Jake.”

      “We,” Jainuzei said as he placed his hand on Alisha’s shoulder from behind. “We want you to kill them.”

      Alisha looked up and smiled at Jainuzei’s bandaged chest.

      Had he been human, Jazz’s attack would have pieced his heart.
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      Interstellar Expedition Space Agency HQ (IESA)

      Paris, Earth, Sol system

      February 19, 2033, 08:21 SST (Sol Standard Time)

      Rebecca Foster strode into IESA HQ, a tall, white, and pristine building in Paris. It was formerly the location of the ESA before it was badly damaged during the Hashmedai invasion of Earth some fifteen years ago. The elevators made a digital dinging noise as they slid open giving her access to the top floor of the facility. Rays of sunlight beamed through the skywalk as she moved away from the elevator and toward the office of director James Barker.

      She took one last glance through the windows and fixed her eyes on the Paris skyline amazed at how fast the human race was able to rebuild this city and many others across the globe. Most people born after the war had no idea of the amount of devastation that transpired during that dark moment when two billion human souls came to a sudden end. Only a history book provided them with that knowledge unless they traveled to the regions of Earth that society hadn’t gotten around to restoring, or the many glass craters that scarred the world in some regions like the east coast of North America.

      She stepped away from the window and the reflection of her short brown hair and dark-blue IESA uniform with the flag of the United States stitched onto the shoulders of it. Many of the personnel she passed in the hallways had a uniform like hers; each had a flag of their birth nation. She entered the director’s office where Barker sat at his desk with his hands folded. The flag of the United Nations of Earth hung on the wall behind him, while two chairs were parked in front of his desk. In one of the chairs a familiar face Foster hadn’t seen in years was seated. A young man with dark skin, short black hair, thin and nicely trimmed beard also wearing an IESA uniform, Dominic Williams.

      “Foster, glad you could make it,” Barker said as she took a seat next to Williams.

      “Dom too?” she gestured to him with a smile. “We in trouble?”

      “Big trouble,” Barker said. “We’re sending the two of you away from Earth. For a long time.”

      Foster looked at the aging director with her eyes wide open. “You’re kidding right?”

      “He’s serious, Foster, they found out.” said Williams. “Found out we’re too damn awesome.”

      Foster and Williams had met in the days following the invasion of Earth, the two stuck together and made sure to share the same interests so they always had an excuse to watch each other’s backs. There were no laws during the first year or so after the main Hashmedai command ship was destroyed after all. Those years of watching each other’s backs lead to the two becoming members of IESA and the shared dream of exploring the great expanse beyond the solar system.

      “Congratulations, Captain Foster,” Barker said to her as he offered her a new rank pin. He then addressed Williams and offered him a new rank pin as well. “And congratulations to you, Commander Williams, your flight to Sirius will happen.”

      “Thank you,” she said while she resisted the urge to jump up and scream with joy. “What made things change? Thought the Carl Sagan was on hold indefinitely?”

      “New President, new rules,” said Barker. “Construction on the Carl Sagan continued and is near completion.”

      “You mean you knew it wasn’t scrapped in favor of new warships?”

      “Had to keep a lid on this, people want more protection for Earth, not science and exploration ships. With that said the Carl Sagan will be the last for a while, the next ship in the pipeline will be a warship.”

      “When do we get the keys, and move in?” Williams asked.

      “That’s our next challenge, rather your challenge,” said Barker. “We don’t have a full crew yet.” Barker handed the two of them data crystals. “These are dossiers of people you should consider for the expedition. I’ll leave that in the hands of you two to recruit the best.”

      “Us?” Williams asked.

      “These people will not only be your crew, but your family,” explained Barker.

      “We’ll be a long way from home, Dom,” Foster said to Williams. “Best we put that team together.”

      “That, and I need to contact hundreds of colonists that were rejected due to lack of space, and tell them never mind, we got room still,” said Barker.

      Williams stood up, eager to get started on the new task at hand. “Well then, let’s get to it.”

      The two left the director’s office and made a brief detour sitting down in the cafeteria on the lower floor. They viewed the contents of the data crystals on their handheld data pads and began the tedious task of skimming through its contents while indulging in small lunch and coffee breaks.

      There was a respectable list of names that appeared on their screens. Each name had biographies, psychological reports, education, and work history background details attached. Foster winced and sighed, she underestimated the amount of work recruiting a team for interstellar exploration was going to entail.

      “That’s quite a list,” Williams said as he put his data pad down.

      “Um, yeah. Tell you what, I’ll look into recruiting senior officers,” she suggested as she will be Captain and therefore the one dealing with senior officers the most.

      “Fair enough, I’ll select well-rounded people for the rest of the crew.”

      She tossed her pad onto the table they sat at and addressed the next problem before her. Her roast beef sandwich was getting cold. “Where will you start?” she asked after finishing three bites of it.

      “I’ll look into securing our psionic first,” Williams said. “That, and it will give me an excuse to visit the Radiance embassy.”

      Foster smiled and somewhat regretted not taking on that task herself. “You just want a free trip to Jamaica.”

      “You know me too well!” Williams said with laughter. “Jealous?”

      “Maybe.”

      The galaxy outside of Earth was controlled by two factions. The Hashmedai Empire; the invaders of Earth, and the Radiance Union; a five-species collective who came to assist the human race defeat the Hashmedai Empire. In the aftermath of the invasion many of the governments around Earth crumbled. From the ashes rose a new global government, the UNE one that was aided by the Radiance Union as they shared their technology and knowledge of the galaxy with the human race.

      Part of the reason why the human race recovered quickly after the devastating war was largely due to a fleet of Radiance ships that arrived at Earth from Alpha Centauri, the nearest Radiance controlled system. They uplifted humanity, helped rebuild cities, and guided the human race in constructing ships capable of interstellar travel. Like the UNE, which was formed by marrying all world governments together, IESA was formed as the ESA merged with NASA, CSA, Chinese, and Russian space programs, to name a few. According to Radiance, Earth existed in a region of the galaxy that was largely unknown to the union and the empire. IESA’s goal was to advance into that region of space before either of the two galaxy nations did, to explore, chart and colonize it, further cementing the UNE as a third galaxy superpower in their corner of the galaxy.

      The ESRS Nikola Tesla, ESRS Stephen Hawking, ESRS Freeman Dyson were the first three IESA ships built and were planned to be launched at the same time from Earth to explore the unknown and establish humanity’s first extrasolar colonies without the watchful eye of Radiance. And now the ESRS Carl Sagan will be joining that fleet, taking explorers and colonists to the stars.
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* * *

      University of British Columbia

      Vancouver, Earth, Sol system

      February 21, 2033, 18:55 SST (Sol Standard Time)

      The voice of a well-spoken man echoed throughout a crowded lecture hall within the confines of UBC. Foster entered the hall and kept her footsteps silent and her appearance low-key, no need to draw attention away from the eager students as she wore her IESA casual uniform. The young generation of students looked at the man who stood front and center before a series of holographic pictures depicting star clusters and planetary objects. Her father would have been proud to see how far humanity had come when it came to astrophysics.

      Gone were the days were students learned about science based on scientific knowledge discovered by humans. Now students studied knowledge that was given to the human race by the Radiance Union, such as the information that was being disclosed in the lecture by acclaimed astrophysicist Doctor Travis Pierce. All of the breathtaking stills from the holographic presentation were planets and star systems discovered and explored by the Radiance Union.

      Travis Pierce was a tall man with light brown hair slowly turning grey. He dressed in a professional manner as he waved his hand about to interact with the holograms around him. He spoke about the hundreds of Earthlike planets in the galaxy and how the evolution of life there differed slightly between each world. Students tapped the touch screens of their data pads as they took notes and saved its contents onto data crystals for future study.

      “And that concludes all binary systems that we know of with life carrying planets around them,” Pierce said as he waved his hand in a circular motion, the holograms around him faded away.

      A student placed their hand up to ask a question, Pierce nodded to them. “Don’t you mean what Radiance knows?”

      “True, most of what I presented today is all based on knowledge Radiance has shared with us.” Pierce said. “Human exploration beyond Sol is limited to Alpha Centauri and Proxima Centauri.”

      “But even then, the only reason humans exist there was because Radiance helped them escape the invasion, right?” asked another student.

      Pierce folded his hands together and smiled at the student. “That’s correct, nevertheless, that is the limit so far as human exploration goes. Outside of that, everything we know about the cosmos has been studied with telescopes here in Sol or shared with us via the Radiance database. This is why it’s important we start exploring the cosmos on our own, with our own ships, so that we can discover for ourselves what’s out there.” Pierce looked at his holo watch as the minutes forced the new hour to arrive. “Well our time is almost up, are there any other questions?”

      Another student lifted a hand up to ask. “Sorry, I got a bit of a stupid question,” they said.

      “Now, now, there are no bad questions,” said Pierce. “If every brilliant mind throughout human history thought their question was stupid we wouldn’t be where we are today.”

      “What’s your take on the Dogon and Sirius?”

      “Ah, a hot topic as of late,” Pierce said as his face began to flush. “Before we go on, how many of you are aware of the legend of the Dogon?” Three hands rose up amongst the sea of bodies. “Well, long story short, an indigenous tribe in western Africa known as the Dogon believed that thousands of years ago they were visited by extraterrestrial visitors who called themselves the Nommo. The visitors allegedly informed the Dogon about space, the planets, and that Sirius, the system they claimed to have come from, was not one system but a trinary system.”

      “But didn’t your presentation say that Sirius is a binary system?”

      “Yes, that’s because our observations only discovered the two stars as well as long-range ones Radiance had made as well. Needless to say, the legend has been debunked for a number of reasons. Those that read my book about the Sirius mystery know that the arrival of Radiance and the Hashmedai proves that life and interstellar travel exists beyond Sol. There are some people out there that argue that perhaps there was some truth to the legends. Now to answer your question, I think its bullshit.”

      Laughter erupted in unison from the hundreds that were in attendance.

      “Think about it,” Pierce said. “The Nommo were described as being half fish half man.”

      “Like mermaids and mermen?”

      “Precisely, how can a species that lives underwater with no legs build ships and explore planets?”

      Pierce wrapped up the lecture, sending a trove of students carrying data pads out into the hallways where Foster had entered. She moved her way down toward Pierce as he began to gather his computers, data pads, and notes. Pierce looked up and saw Foster approach, her uniform caused his face to wince as he laid eyes on it.

      “Dr. Travis Pierce,” she said to him.

      “That’s me, how may I help you?”

      “I’m Captain Rebecca Foster of the IESA.”

      “Ah.” He looked away and continued to gather his belongings in a large leather sack.

      “I’ve been appointed to the command of the ESRS Carl Sagan and—”

      “Sorry, I’m not with IESA anymore.”

      “And you ain’t tellin’ those kids what you really think about Sirius either,” Foster said. “Pretty sure years ago you were saying the opposite about your belief about the Dogon.”

      “I wrote that book from an objective stance, my personal thoughts from social media were not included in the final copy. Besides those were different times, back when I had the chance to explore space.”

      “I’m giving you that chance now,” she said while taking a step closer to him. “I’m putting together a crew; I’d like you to be a part of it.”

      Pierce placed the strap of his bag around his shoulders and fixed his eyes on the exit. “I think I’m fine where I am.”

      “Are you? From my point of view, you’re takin’ back your beliefs, I reckon it’s to make yourself look good to keep getting work like this.”

      “I got appointments I gotta go to today.”

      “That’s fine. But if you change your mind let me know, I need a science officer and IESA will be more than happy to reinstate your commission.”
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* * *

      Exotic resort

      Manila, Earth, Sol system

      February 25, 2033, 17:29 SST (Sol Standard Time)

      Hot humid air covered Foster’s body as she made her way into a tropical forested clearing. She seldom paid attention to the cup of latte in her hands, it was far too hot to be drinking a warm beverage in this weather, but the caffeine was too important to pass up. Large palm trees bestowed shade on a gathering of people engaged in complex yoga moves as they stood above mats on the fresh green grass. Foster did a double take when she realized at least half of the yoga students were of the Hashmedai race. She did another double take to learn that her informant was indeed correct, the brilliant engineer Foster came to speak to, Jasmine Rivera, was indeed a yoga instructor.

      Rivera was a young woman, no older than twenty-five by her exotic Filipina looks, a combination of Hispanic, Asian, and Caucasian background. Her long golden-brown hair was tied in a pony tail while she held a pose that would have made Foster groan in pain. Her human and Hashmedai students gracefully followed suit. The Hashmedai were dripping wet in sweat more so than their human counter parts. It was understandable as the Hashmedai race did not fare well with Earth temperatures, especially in regions like the Philippines.

      The Hashmedai evolved on a planet called Paryo that orbits a red dwarf star. As such it received little light and heat compared to Earth. Their world was mostly covered in permafrost apart from its equator which was warm enough for ice cold liquid water to exist. Naturally a species that evolved on a planet like that thrived in the cold and suffered in mild temperatures or hotter.

      Rivera took notice of Foster and brought an unexpected end to her session. “OK that’s it for now, let’s take a break,” Rivera said, and then repeated in the Hashmedai language which sounded like Russian, no surprise considering all Hashmedai had an accent that was very similar.

      The yoga students left Foster and Rivera alone, as the two women shook hands and introduced each other. Foster couldn’t help but ask. “How the hell did you do that?”

      “I’ve been doing yoga for years,” said Rivera.

      “I mean teach it to Hashmedai, especially in this heat are you trying to kill them?”

      Rivera pointed to several buckets of ice located next to the yoga mats the Hashmedai were on. “They stay cool with those.”

      “Still, they’re Hashmedai.”

      “Now, now, the yoga is for sharing,” Rivera said. “These Hashmedai will take what they’ve learned and experienced and pass it on to the rest of their kind. Peace, wellbeing, love, they will not commit violent acts against our people.”

      “Tell that to Radiance and the UNE.”

      “I sense a bit of tension in you,” Rivera said and dragged Foster over to a vacant mat by her arm. “Let me introduce you to the basics.”

      Rivera began to stretch and fold Foster’s body into some strange yoga form, out in the beating morning sunlight. Foster made sure to get a firm grip of her coffee cup.

      “Uh, that’s not why I’m here.”

      “Then why did you come?” Rivera saw the coffee cup in Foster’s hands, and took in its sweet soothing scent. “Is that pumpkin spice?”

      “Hell, yeah it is.”

      “Where did you get it?”

      “Coffee shop around the corner.”

      “There’s a coffee shop here?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “I’ve been here for so long, and I never saw it.”

      “Which is why I’m here,” Foster said. “You’ve been off the grid too long, time to come back.”

      Rivera crossed her arms. “You’re not from around these parts, huh?”

      “I’m from Los Angeles, born in Nashville if you wanna be exact.”

      “Ah.”

      “Your secret is safe with me.”

      In the aftermath of the Hashmedai invasion of Earth, several Hashmedai forces surrendered when they realized they were not going to win the war. The ships they had left that didn’t flee had been destroyed or crashed on Earth, effectively stranding them there. The Empire never sent ships to recover them so the thousands of Hashmedai soldiers and ship’s crew became a part of Earth’s population and offered to work as laborers to rebuild the cities they destroyed.

      Radiance, who were mortal enemies to the Hashmedai race, insisted that humans hunted down and killed all surviving Hashmedai. The UNE became fearful of losing Radiance support and began to aggressively capture Hashmedai to hand over to Radiance, while discouraging human communities from getting close to the Hashmedai. Some communities around the world refused, choosing to accept and forgive the Hashmedai, and allowed them to live amongst them despite UNE and Radiance disapproval.

      Said communities took up arms and formed an extremist group known as the Hashmedai Liberation Front (HLF) to protect the Hashmedai and human sympathizers that lived with them. Eventually what started as protection for the renegade communities turned into terrorist activities worldwide, thus labeling cities like Manila and Vancouver as UNE ‘Red Zones,’ and advising all Radiance races living on Earth to avoid them along with members of the UNE military.

      “You used to do work with IESA, right?” Foster asked?

      “And contract work for the UNE military,” Rivera replied. “Helped design some of their ships and program the EVE AI.”

      “Wanna come back?”

      “Thought about it, but I’m too deep here you know? Someone will find out about me caring for Hashmedai in this community.”

      “Not if you’re eight point six light years away.”

      “Sirius?”

      “Yep.”

      “I thought the Carl Sagan was scrapped in favor of another warship.”

      “The President forced it through, been a secret this whole time.”

      Rivera gazed at her human and Hashmedai students as they sat and downed bottles of water together in the shade. “Don’t suppose my students can come with me?”

      “Afraid not, I have no control over the colonists we’ll be taking, and I doubt any of them will be anything other than human.”

      Rivera walked over to the group and began to address them in the Hashmedai language probably giving them the heads-up she wouldn’t be living with them soon, Foster figured.

      “You speak their language well,” Foster said after Rivera was finished.

      “I speak, English, Filipino, Hashmedai, and all six dialects of Radiance.”

      “So, you’re a language expert as well?”

      “It helped since Radiance did give us their technology to build our ships while we merged it with reverse engineered Hashmedai tech. Not to mention I helped program the EVE AI to speak multiple languages, had to make sure it spoke those languages correctly. Oh, and I helped design the Earth-based language learning tools.”

      “That how you learned all those languages?”

      “Of course, there’s no way I’d be able to fluently speak, read, and write seven different alien languages so quickly.”

      “Sorry, I just never understood how those worked.”

      “You load the app onto a data pad, link it with a neural interface that taps into your brain, and from there it uploads small fragments of the selected language into your head each time you use it.”

      “Kinda like ‘I know Kung-Fu’ sorta deal?”

      “To put it lightly, there’s a bit more to it than that, for starters it reads your synaptic pathways so that—”

      “And that’s why I want you on the team.” Foster said cutting her off. She didn’t fully understand technobabble, but knew that life in a system far away from Earth was going to need someone that did, just in case things went wrong. “You’re smart, you know shit I don’t, and say words I can’t even begin to figure out how to say.”
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* * *

      Foster’s house

      Los Angeles, Earth, Sol system

      February 28, 2033, 05:25 SST (Sol Standard Time)

      Foster sat on her living room couch and debated how she was going to approach him when he arrived. So . . . we gotta talk, Hey, listen . . . Hey babe. I love you but . . .

      Whatever she went with, it had to be soft, she didn’t want him to get the wrong idea and she didn’t want him to curl up in an emotional ball and be alone forever, he was still young, much younger than her. The doorbell rang, its chime had awakened her pet tabby cat, Starlet, from its slumber on the arm of her couch next to her. Foster opened the door and allowed her boyfriend Mike Fisher to enter, for the last time.

      “Hey, Mikey,” she said to him.

      “Hey, babe.”

      The two sat down at the couch while Starlet leaped away and jumped up onto the nearby windowsill where the night sky hung above. Foster looked into Mike’s face, the same face she couldn’t resist kissing, the same face she thought she’d see a lot more often after learning she wasn’t selected to become a member of the original three ships set to explore the cosmos.

      “So . . . we gotta talk.”

      Mike’s face cringed at her words. “Oh no.”

      “Yeah.”

      “You’re breaking up with me?”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “Because that’s what all women say when they are ready to end it.”

      She looked away and thought about what her next words would be. “Well you gotta understand—”

      “Oi I knew it.” He slapped both of his hands across his face and sighed. She leaned in closer to console him.

      “Mike! Look, they’re fixin' to send me to Sirius.”

      “I thought you’d be staying in Sol?”

      “They got one last ship coming out of the shipyard; they want me to be the captain of it.”

      Their eyes met up as his flustered face changed slightly to one that was happier, happy for her. “Oh wow, that’s great,” he said.

      “Gonna be a seventeen-year trip, Mike.”

      “And I can’t come, huh?”

      “If you’d applied to be a colonist, maybe.”

      “That wasn’t gonna happen and you know it,” Mike said. “I ain’t got no skills nor any say on which ship I’d end up on. Damn, I should have joined the navy or something, I reckon they’re sending military folks on your ship as well, right?”

      “For defense, yeah.”

      “So, this is it, eh?”

      “If you been resisting the urge to cheat, you can do it now, I won’t get mad.”

      Friendly laughter was exchanged between the two due to her comment. Starlet meowed like the attention-seeking cat she was. The two walked over to the window, observing what caught the tabby’s attention when they were talking. Starlet was looking to the stars; well, the stars that were visible in the LA skies.

      Foster never understood why Starlet had such a fascination with the stars. From the moment she found her as a tiny kitten to now, it always spent part of the night looking up at the stars. It was Starlet’s fascination with the stars that reminded Foster of her father’s crushed dream to join NASA, a dream she intended to carry on in his honor and seek a career in space. Whenever she had doubts that IESA would accept her, she would look at Starlet, much like she was now and reinforce the motivation to study hard and pass their numerous entrance exams, physical tests, and training.

      “I think I’m gonna enlist,” Mike said while he kept his eyes to the stars.

      “Little late ain’t it?”

      “Better late than never,” he looked away from the stars redirecting his attention to Foster, she saw the determination burning in his face. “I’ll enlist and push to one day fly out to Sirius and meet up with you.”

      “Better make sure they put you on a ship then.”

      “I’ll be a pilot or something. They’ll have to keep me on a ship with skills like that.”

      She hit his arm in a flirty manner. “You can’t even drive a car!”

      “I’ll learn! Flight school, enlistment, do my training and get posted on a ship.”

      The two leaned in close and shared a passionate kiss, the last one they’d experience together. His hands held onto her waist while her hands cupped the back of his head, stroking his soft brown hair. Her life, going forward, would revolve around the expedition and building a new home for humanity. She had doubts that intimate moments will happen during that quest, and so made no attempt to let him go, and didn’t object to him unbuttoning her pants.

      Up next: The Siege of Sirius

    

  

cover.jpeg
‘EQUINBRIUM OF T
PART TWwO

I ;wm\n,.r:_l:w

RIUM O TERROR
PART ONE \ &








