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      I sat outside the hut I had just spent the night in. The sun was only just rising, but already the town locals called a meeting. A heavy debate took place in the large building once claimed by the town Warlord.

      I could hear voices arguing inside but couldn’t make out any distinct words. They needed to decide for themselves what they wanted now. We’d killed the slavers in the town, but there were three other similar villages nearby. Once the news of what happened here reached those villages, the Warlords there would come and make an example of the insurrection.

      That didn’t bother me much. I say let them come. After all, it didn’t really matter what I thought. It only mattered what the newly freed slaves thought. I’d be gone in a few days, maybe less, once we dealt with this sand worm alien thing.

      The former slaves here would have to live with their decisions.

      One of the broken doors to the large meeting room opened. Wood splintered on torn hinges, the bottom of the door scraped against the dirt ground. A young boy, a child, came out, awkwardly closing the broken door behind him as he balanced a crude bowl in his hand.

      The kid was so scrawny, he looked like he could eat an entire buffet and it still wouldn’t be enough to fatten him up.

      After wrestling with the door, he took a seat next to the building with his back against the wall. He dug into his food with a wooden spoon. The stuff looked mushy and white, but he seemed to like it well enough.

      He caught me looking at him. No distrust or fear crossed his eyes. He gave me a sappy smile and a wave. He looked down at his food then motioned with the bowl to me, asking me if I wanted any.

      “No, it’s okay,” I told him, knowing he didn’t understand my words. Al and Preacher were working on that issue right now. “You go ahead. I’m stuffed.”

      I patted my belly, shaking my head.

      The little boy nodded and ladled another spoonful of the mush into his grateful mouth.

      I lied. I could always eat. But he needed it way more than I did at the moment.

      We just sat there for a second, the little kid grinning at me as if I were some kind of celebrity. Me holding his gaze and wondering if I could ever be the man he thought I was.

      “No, you idiot, you can’t,” Al said over the comms like she was reading my thoughts. “What are you doing? Taking IQ-lowering pills every day?”

      “What?” I asked, surprised. As far as I knew, the alien AI couldn’t tell what we were thinking, but who knew? There was still a lot I didn’t know about her.

      “It’s Preacher. He’s—no, I said the dura plastic goes on the left side of the circuit,” Al instructed like some frustrated teacher. “I’m trying really hard not to insult you right now, but you’re not making this easy on me.”

      “Trust me, I wish you had hands of your own so you could do this yourself,” Preacher mumbled. “I’m not an engineer or a scientist. I’m doing the best I can. I have one cripping eye, for crying out loud.”

      “Sure, blame it on the eye,” Al huffed.

      “You two need a hand?” I asked. “I could head over in that direction.”

      “No, no, we’ve almost got it if the cyclops over here can stop playing butter fingers,” Al answered. “With the changes made, I’ll be able to clip these pieces onto your already existing comms so they can translate your words into the native tongue. As much as I like referring to you all as my servants, it’s getting old. I’m tired of translating for you.”

      I left Preacher and Al to figure out what they were doing. I looked down the street where Zoe approached with a raised eyebrow. The major in the Galactic Government was one of the toughest men or women I had ever met. The scar across her throat reminded me of that.

      She wasn’t down more than a few weeks from the life-threatening altercation with Rival Mercer. A few skin packs and some time to see her daughter and she was ready to get back into the fight as good as new. Almost as good as new. As advanced as the Galactic Government’s tech was, they couldn’t repair her severed vocal cords.

      Major Zoe Valentine wore a piece of tech on the side of her shaved head that connected to her earpiece. When she so desired, her thoughts could be sent to our comm unit, bypassing her mouth.

      It was something I was still getting used to. Hearing her talk without seeing her move her lips, I mean.

      “Any word on the reinforcements?” I asked, thinking of Sergeant Troy Toy and his Shadow Praetorians. We could use someone like him on our side right now. “We’ve got that sand worm to go after and a group of angry Warlords to deal with.”

      Zoe made her way over to lean against the building’s side. Her helmet, which was magnetically clipped to her belt, looked more like a bucket at the moment. She cradled her standard-issue Hyperion Mark Seven rifle in her arms.

      “They’re en route,” Zoe said thoughtfully. Her words came with an ever-so-slight robotic sound. “The Galactic Government’s official stance here is to play neutral with the locals. We aren’t to interfere.”

      “There’s a pile of dead bodies from last night that says it’s a bit too late ‘not to interfere’,” I told her. “I think that dropship has left the dock.”

      “I’m not going to get shot at and not fire back either,” Zoe defended. “However, we’ve done what we can for these people. We liberated them from the Warlord in their village. We can’t wage a war for them against the three other villages in the area.”

      I stood, dusting my black pants, which were now some kind of strange brownish-ebony color. I looked over at the major, choosing my words carefully. I knew she was a soldier, but she was also my friend.

      “I get it and half of me even agrees with you,” I told her. “These people need to learn to defend themselves, or no matter how much killing we do for them while we’re here, it’ll mean nothing if the other Warlords just come in and set up shop once we’re gone.”

      “You sound like you have a plan.” Zoe lifted an eyebrow. “Why does it seem like this plan is going to involve turning the locals into a militarized fighting force?”

      “Are you reading my mind?” I asked with a lopsided grin. “Seriously, get out of my head.”

      “I represent the Galactic Government, Daniel,” Zoe said, shaking her head. “I can’t go around training military units in different parts of Earth. It doesn’t work like that. Maybe it should, but it doesn’t.”

      “Right,” I replied, anticipating this response. “So maybe you just stand by and track this worm with Sergeant Toy while Preacher, Al, and I get these people ready.”

      “If they’re even willing to fight,” Zoe stated, looking up at the larger building where the locals still argued with one another. The little boy eating his early morning meal caught her eye and waved.

      Zoe waved back at him with a smile.

      “Look the other way, for the children,” I pressed, only half teasing. “Think of the children, Zoe.”

      “All right,” Zoe acquiesced, tearing her eyes from the child and looking back at me. “I didn’t see anything, we didn’t have this conversation.”

      “What conversation?” I asked.

      “Exactly right,” Zoe answered.

      “I’m a miracle worker,” Al boasted in our earpieces. “I don’t like to brag about myself, but I don’t think Preacher is, and Butch doesn’t speak your language, so I have to do it myself. But I am a miracle worker.”

      “You’re a pain in my butt,” Preacher retorted. His voice came in our comms but also somewhere behind us.

      I turned to see Preacher walking up the dirt road. Butch trotted on his right. Twin hover bots projected Al’s golden form beside him on his left.

      They were a sight to see walking up the road together. The massive wolf, the one-eyed katana-wielding mercenary, and the alien AI with the holographic-projected body.

      “We’re finished,” Al announced to us, ignoring Preacher’s last comment. “We should be able to attach these to the comm units you already wear. They’ll connect down to your throat. When you speak, your words will be translated into the native tongue of our hosts.”

      Al instructed Preacher on how to mount the new gear on our preexisting comms. Butch came up to me, searching for some head scratches and ear rubs.

      I obliged the big predator, who lost all sense of fierceness as her tongue lolled out the side of her mouth and she leaned into the scratches.

      “Well done,” Zoe commended Preacher and Al. “I know tech like this exists, but not in this fashion, and certainly not built from items found in a ship.”

      “What can I say?” Al shrugged. “I’m a genius.”

      “And so humble,” I added, taking back my earpiece, which now carried a black wire coming down to a harness I was going to wear around my throat.

      Before I could ask anything else, the doors to the hall at the top of the road opened. Villagers piled out, some clearly angry; others calm and reserved. Once they caught sight of us, they all stopped and stared.

      I understood: our group wasn’t one they saw every day, especially with our armor and the shiny visage of Al.

      The villagers were dirty, wearing worn clothes that hung off their emaciated shoulders.

      One man stepped forward. I recognized him. He was the father of a family. He had asked for more food the previous night, setting off the chain of events that led to us liberating the village.

      “My name is Appa,” he said in his own tongue, my tech translating his words. “We have decided as a village to ask you to leave. You being here will only bring death and hardship on us all.”
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      I couldn’t believe my ears. I stood there staring at the village of former slaves, struggling with the reality that they would rather go back to the way things were. I couldn’t justify it in my mind. I refused to believe it, to let them believe they were better off under the heel of a Warlord.

      “You don’t mean that,” I contested, taking a step forward. “You think about what you’re saying. Consider the words you’ve decided on for your future and not just your own. You think about what you’re saying for your children’s future. Weren’t you the one just the other night asking for more food for your family? Not asking; begging for more food to feed your family.”

      The upgraded tech Al and Preacher had constructed worked. A brief pause and a robotic voice translated my words into the native language of the villagers for me.

      Appa cleared his throat uncomfortably. He turned to his left, looking at the small child I had seen before ladling the white mush into his face.

      The boy looked at his father, then to me again and back again.

      A ripple of hushed murmurs crossed the crowd of slaves in front of me. There had to be seventy, maybe eighty of them gathered, ranging from the very old to those still held by their mothers and fathers.

      “I was impetuous before,” he said, hesitating as tired eyes took in his children. “We are grateful for what you did for us, but if you leave now, when the other Warlords come, we can tell them that it was you, not us. You don’t understand; the other villages’ Warlords will unite against us. They’ll come as they did in the last rebellion and make life so much harder for us. I still remember those years. I was a child then, but I remember the hunger like it was yesterday.”

      “Don’t you see?” a woman holding the hand of her son shouted. “It is not what we want, but what we can endure. You will leave, and then when you are gone, we will die or be starved by the other Warlords. It is only a matter of time before they come.”

      I looked back to Zoe and Preacher. I knew Zoe would feel like she couldn’t offer advice either way. Her orders were to stand down. It wasn’t like she could provide anything to these people in the form of ongoing protection from the Galactic Government.

      “You all feel this way?” Preacher asked, coming to stand beside me. “They speak for all of you?”

      Most of the villagers looked down to the ground, ashamed.

      One younger man stared at me with fury in his eyes. I knew him. His name was Ensif. We had words before.

      “Just go.” Ensif used anger, where before, Appa relied on shame and sorrow to fuel his words. “You have done enough. At least before, we were fed and had roofs over our heads. Now most of us will be killed to be made an example of and the others starved and worked like animals. Go. Leave us now. You have done enough.”

      “You all would rather live on your knees than die on your feet?” Preacher shouted, taking a menacing step forward. If Ensif carried anger in his eyes, then Preacher’s one good eye burned with righteous fury. “Is that it? You want to create a future for the generations to come to be treated like animals and live under the rule of cruel masters?”

      “You don’t understand,” Ensif growled. “It is not about what we want. It is about what will happen.”

      “Then we'll stay and we teach you how to fight,” I offered. “We fortify the village. We train you how to hold a weapon and defend yourselves. We’ll stand with you when they come, and after we leave, if they are ever to come again, you will teach them that free men and women live in this village and the cost of a tyrant’s entrance is blood.”

      That really got the people going now. More murmurs and whispers rippled through the crowd as hope took root in their hearts and minds.

      “My, my, my, you missed your calling in politics,” Al said, coming to stand beside me. “I almost feel inspired to say a few words to get these people motivated myself.”

      “Maybe they’re right,” Appa said, looking at his two small children then at a woman I assumed was his wife. “Maybe this is the only way to break the cycle.”

      “Are you insane, Appa?” Ensif shouted the other man down. “Are you crazy? You know what will happen. We cannot stand against the other Warlords. They will come with hundreds. Combined, they have hundreds of warriors.”

      The two men began to scream at one another. More and more voices from each side of the argument lifted to the morning sky until I was sure everyone was getting their two credits in.

      “I was there during the Montac Rebellion,” a quiet voice suddenly said. How a single calm voice could cut through the crowd was truly a miracle. As soon as the voice started, others immediately quieted to listen.

      An elderly woman, so old and frail I'd missed her in the crowd, took a step forward. A filthy shawl fell down from the top of her head. She was so stooped, she had to crane her head up to be able to look people in the face.

      “If I have any regrets in my too long of a life, it is living in fear as long as I have,” the woman continued. She didn’t look at me or Preacher as she spoke. She addressed her own people. “I too have thought like Ensif. I too have thought that this was better than rebellion, where so many were killed. I lost my father and my mother during the Montac Rebellion. What I say now is not for me or for them, but for you, Ensif, for you, Appa.”

      Both men swallowed hard as the old woman looked between them. Ensif looked like he might try to argue a point but then thought better of it and shut his mouth.

      “I wish I would have said something sooner for the two of you, for your children, Appa,” the old woman admitted, motioning with her head to the kids. “I have died a thousand times in my dreams since that rebellion. Not a day has gone by that I have not wished I had the courage to take up that fight again. Now, with the strangers here offering to aid us, this is our chance. If you do not take the opportunity for yourself, then take it for the children and the generations to come.”

      “Oh snap,” Al breathed, “that was heavy. I thought you’d make a good politician, but this old hag could run for chancellor and I bet you she’d win.”

      Ensif didn’t look happy, but he held his tongue.

      Tears streamed from Appa’s eyes as he looked at his wife and children. He nodded.

      More murmurs of agreement cascaded through the crowd. If there were still some that did not want to fight, they held their tongues like Ensif.

      The elderly woman now turned her sight on Preacher and me.

      “Do we have your word that you will stand with us and prepare us for the fight to come?” the older woman asked. “I know you cannot guarantee us victory. There are no guarantees in war, but will you do everything you can?”

      “I will,” Preacher promised without hesitating. “We’ll build defenses around your village, but more importantly, we’ll train your people.”

      The older woman bobbed her head then looked over at me. “And what do you say?”

      “You’re right; we can’t guarantee what the outcome of the battle will be, but I promise that if we burn, we all burn together,” I vowed. “We’re with you.”

      “So dramatic,” Al said loud enough I nearly jumped. “I love it. You can count me in. Not the burning part. I’d like to avoid that, but let’s castrate some mother crippers. And let’s face it; you’re going to require my assistance. I’m basically a walking miracle and that’s exactly what you’re going to need to pull this off.”

      “Thank you, Golden One.” The woman bowed to Al as if she were some kind of deity. I bet Al loved that. “Thank you all.”

      The old woman’s eyes strayed to Zoe for a brief moment before she turned back to her people.

      I turned to see Zoe’s clenching her jaw so tightly, the muscles along the side of her face jumped and twitched. I understood her war raging within. She was able to help in the fight thus far, but only because the slavers were attacking us and her by default.

      However, as soon as Sergeant Toy arrived, we were supposed to be out hunting the sand worm, not in the village preparing defenses and training villagers.

      What she wanted to do strained against what she understood her duty to be.

      “Daniel,” Zoe finally said. “I—”

      “I get it,” I told her. “You don’t have to apologize. I know what your orders are. I know you can’t order Toy and his Shadow Praetorians into a fight they’re not supposed to be in the first place. I wouldn’t ask you to risk the lives of your men for a cause that would put them in the middle of a war outgunned and outmanned.”

      “We can do both,” Preacher said, looking over begrudgingly to Al. “What do you say, Sparky? I can train half the villagers while you use the other half to construct the defenses around the city. Come noon, we’ll switch. That’ll let Daniel finish his job here hunting the sand worm with the GG.”

      “If you ever call me Sparky again, so help me I’ll find another brune like Ammit and marry you off to her without a second’s hesitation,” Al snarled. “But yes, Cyclops, I agree with your plan.”

      “Good,” Preacher answered as if Al’s nickname for him didn’t bother him in the least. “I can check the T-bird to see what we can use to help equip the locals here. Maybe the Shadow Praetorians unit will misplace a crate or two of weapons or armor they could spare.”

      We all looked over at Zoe.

      She seemed relieved that she could finally help in some small way.

      “Praetorians don’t misplace gear, but if some were to be damaged or used during the capture of the sand worm, then that would check out.” Zoe nodded. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Well then, let’s get to it,” Al declared, already walking toward the villagers. “This place isn’t going to turn into a death trap by itself.”
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      I spent the morning working with Al’s group, which were tasked with preparing the city’s defenses. The older woman, whose name was Talish, told us exactly where the attack would be coming from and how many would be in the force.

      “They think us weak,” Talish told us, hunched over a cleared piece of ground. She used a dried stick in her shaking hands to create a circle representing the village. She drew an arrow in the sand to the east of the village where the attack would come from. “Even if they hear there are strangers, as long as you hide your ships, they will come straight on. There will be two, maybe three hundred at most.”

      “Three hundred,” I breathed. “Against what? Maybe sixty fighters?”

      “We will all fight, save for the children,” Talish answered. “Those we will send under the care of the older children to the west and behind the city.”

      “Out-numbered what? Four to one?” Al asked rhetorically. “We have the T-bird that we can flank them with when they come. If they don’t know about that, it’ll even the odds.”

      “More than even the odds,” Preacher agreed. “We let them get in close then decimate them with the T-bird. We should be able to take out half their number or more.”

      “If that’s enough to break them, the fight could be over there and then,” Talish said hopefully. “Or it could enrage them further.”

      “Either way, once they get past our lines, the T-bird will be useless,” I warned. “We can’t risk firing on our own people.”

      “As much as I enjoy looking down at the dirt and sand with your scratches in it, we should really get started training these people and preparing defenses,” Al interrupted. “Talish, how long until the enemy forces arrive?”

      The old woman stuck out a gummy lower lip in thought. She produced a hand that looked more like a paw and began counting on gnarled fingers.

      “It was a simple question, woman,” Al said, exasperated. “I didn’t ask you to calculate the meaning of the universe for me.”

      “Two, maybe three days,” Talish answered, ignoring Al’s rude comment. “A day for them to miss check-in, another to send a spy, and a third to mobilize their army.”

      “That’s enough time for defenses, but we’ve got our work cut out for us training them,” Preacher observed, scratching the underside of his bearded jaw. “What do you think, Mijo?”

      “I think I’ll start some on hand-to-hand if you want to lead them on weapons,” I said, rising from my spot crouched over the dirt. I dusted my hands, sending small clouds exploding around my palms. “Let’s do it.”

      “All right, now we’re talking,” Al exclaimed, turning to Talish and motioning for the woman to follow her. “Now, Talish, I have a few ideas on how to protect our flanks and set surprises for our Warlord friends, but I’ll need your gnarled hands to help me. You see, with all my godlike abilities, I lack the physical manifestation to get it done.”

      I shielded my eyes against the morning sun as Preacher and I walked into the village to half our fighting force we were to train. We’d train half in the morning while Al used the other half to secure the village and then switch after a noonday meal.

      Appa and his wife were among the villagers ready to begin their training.

      “Okay,” Preacher started. “I’ll take half the group over to the rear of the village and begin them on weapons training.”

      Preacher motioned his arm near the center mass of the villagers.

      “Everyone to the left of this point follow me. We’ll be heading out to practice and train with weapons,” Preacher explained. “Everyone else will stay here with Daniel for hand-to-hand training.”

      Preacher’s comm unit now turned linguist translated the words for him. The villagers who Preacher called out nodded and followed him. I stood with a group of fifteen who looked at me with a mix of determination and intrigue.

      Appa and his wife were still among my group, as was an elderly man who walked with a limp and a young teenage girl with as much fire in her eyes as Cryx.

      “We have two, maybe three days,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “It’ll be enough time because it will have to be enough time. The warriors coming will be trained and probably larger than some of us. So, to even the odds, we’re going to play dirty.”

      I motioned to Appa to join me in front of the rest of the group. The man hesitated ever so slightly then resolved his will and stepped forward. He stood in front of me, hands at his side as if we were going to talk about the weather over a cup of caf.

      “Hands up to protect your face,” I told him. “Knees slightly bent.”

      I mirrored the stance I wanted him to take, bending my knees with my left foot in front of my right. My hands came up in front of my head, palms open. For me, it felt natural.

      Appa lifted his arms and bent his knees, looking like some kind of newly born mutie mammal walking for the first time in its life.

      “Good,” I encouraged him. “We’re going to go for the soft spots on our targets. Here, here, and here,” I said, pointing to my eyes, my throat, and then my groin in that order. “Nothing’s off the table. You do what you need to do to make sure you win. Now go ahead and hit me.”

      Appa opened his mouth to say something then shook his head. “I’m—I’m not sure I can do this.”

      “Then don’t do it for yourself,” I told him as he looked over at his wife and fellow villagers. “Do it for your children. Do you want to see them dead?”

      The question drew Appa’s attention back on me.

      “I asked you a question,” I said, taking a step closer to the man. “What would you do to protect your children? What would you do to protect your wife? It doesn’t matter what you want to do or what you don’t want to do. What will you do? What will you do, because they’re coming, Appa. They’re coming, and like you said, they’re coming to kill most of you and starve the rest, to make an example out of your village.”

      Appa swallowed hard.

      A twinge of regret laced my thoughts. I didn’t want to have to bring out the worst in Appa, but I needed him to be committed. I needed him all in to train and learn.

      “I will fight,” Appa finally answered. “I will fight for them.”

      “Good, now hit me,” I instructed. “Go for the soft spots. Even a good strike to the nose will be enough to make whoever you hit rethink their life. Come on.”

      Appa gritted his teeth. He struck out faster than I anticipated, his right fist aimed for my left eye.

      I stepped in, batting his fist away with my open left hand, and gently slapped him across the face with my right. Or thought I gently slapped him.

      A thick smacking sound preceded Appa blinking and taking a step back. He shook his head as if he were dazed.

      I knew now two things would happen. I’d seen it enough over the course of my life of violence. When contact was made and the first vestige of pain exploded, combatants were triggered. Either they got angry and focused that determination to get back in the fight. Or they accepted the pain and ran from it.

      I held my breath as I studied Appa. The man winced then ground his teeth. He looked at me, pissed. That was exactly what I hoped for.

      I let out a long sigh. Appa was someone the rest of the village looked up to, maybe not as much as Talish but enough to let him speak for them. If he was determined, then others would follow his lead.

      “Good,” I told him.

      “What do you mean ‘good’?” Appa spat. “You just slapped me so hard, I lost the ability to taste anything for the next week.”

      He was infuriated. I could use that.

      “Well, you learned something, didn’t you?” I asked. “When you lead with your right, you need to remember to protect the counterattack. Keep that left hand up. If you’re smart and learn, I won’t be able to catch you with that again.”

      “Come on, Appa,” his wife cheered him from the group of villagers looking on. “Come on, Appa, you can do it.”

      The other villagers shouted and clapped their hands.

      I understood what was happening, even if they didn’t. These people who had been oppressed and treated like animals their whole lives were suddenly given power. They were witnessing first hand one of their own being beaten, but this time not staying down, getting back up.

      “We don’t have all day,” I informed him. “We have a limited window of how much I can teach you.”

      Appa nodded, retaking his stance in front of me.

      “Again,” I told him. “Again, and again and again, however many times it takes. Whatever it takes, Appa, for your family, your people, your future. Whatever it takes.”

      “Whatever it takes,” Appa agreed, coming at me again. He threw that same right hand.

      I blocked it and followed up with my open right hand just like before.

      Appa was ready this time, blocking my blow and following up with a left to my nose. Maybe I shouldn’t have let him hit me. I wasn’t doing him any favors by letting him win, but he could use a morale boost. Plus, I was faster than anyone he would be coming up against. My enhanced physical attributes saw to that.

      I let him hit me, doing my best to pretend I tried to block it. His fist connected with my nose, not hard enough to break it, but hard enough for me to feel the sting of pain and my eyes to water.

      I took a step back.

      Cheers went up from the villagers. You would have thought they won the war, it was a holiday celebration, and Talish’s hundredth birthday all wrapped into one.

      There were whistles and claps of hands. A few of them, including Appa’s wife, even came running over to him to slap him on the back.

      Appa grinned so wide, I was sure I could see every one of his pearly white teeth.

      I wiggled my nose and wiped the tears from my eyes. As fast as the sting from the blow caught me, it was gone again. My healing factor kicked in and swatted the discomfort away like vanishing fumes.

      Appa turned his grinning face from his wife and friends and looked over at me.

      “Daniel, Daniel, are you all right?” he asked, legitimately concerned. “Did I hurt you?”

      “I’ll find a way to live,” I replied, motioning to everyone else. “All right, let’s pair up and start to practice. We’ll begin with what you saw Appa do. Strike to the eye and nose. Make sure you throw your body’s weight behind the blow, not just your arm. Pivot those hips and drive through the blow. Don’t hit your target, drive through it.”

      After seeing Appa’s success, everyone was eager to try the blow for themselves. Faster than I thought possible, everyone was mimicking Appa’s stance, throwing punches of their own, trading positions and being on both the offense and defense.

      Hours passed as we drilled under the hot sun. Over and over again, I had them practice ensuring everyone got hit at least once. They needed to know what it felt like. They needed to accept it and still decide to fight on.

      I felt a tiny bit guilty when the older man suffered from a split lip that bled like a broken hose and the younger girl took a black eye. Still, their enemy was going to have no mercy on them. I needed them to be prepared.

      In addition to blows to the eyes and nose, we went over open-hand strikes to the throat and kicks to the groin. I made sure I didn’t give Appa any free passes when it came to landing a blow to my family jewels.

      By the time we were ready for the noonday meal everyone felt more comfortable throwing and taking a punch. It was a good first day. Whether it was enough to save them from an assault by an enemy soldier would be another story.

      I was about to call a halt to training when my comm went off.

      It was Al.

      “I know you’re busy getting kicked in the balls, but we have incoming,” Al explained. “Look to the west.”
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      I shaded my eyes as I looked in that direction. The blood in my veins ran cold like ice water was suddenly being pumped from my heart to the rest of my body. Something moved on the horizon, a ship. Not just any ship, but what looked like a dropship.

      Appa and the others followed my gaze, looking toward the western horizon.

      “What is it?” Appa asked. “What’s coming?”

      “Zoe?” I called over the comm. “Tell me that’s our backup and not another problem.”

      “That’s our backup and not another problem,” Zoe repeated. “I just got off the comm with Sergeant Toy. I was about to let you know not to worry when you beat me to it.”

      A sigh I didn’t know I was holding escaped my lips. I turned back to the villagers thinking about what I was going to say. They weren’t really coming to help us. They were under orders by the Galactic Government to hunt the sand worm. I decided to go with the truth.

      “Everyone calm down,” I assured them. “They’re friendlies here to deal with the creature under the Earth.”

      “Are they soldiers like the major?” someone asked. “Will they help us fight?”

      “They’re here for the sand monster,” I explained. “Their orders are for the sand monster and the sand monster only.”

      “But surely they will help,” Appa’s wife, a woman I had come to know as Barem, asked. “Like you and the preacher man and the golden one.”

      “I can’t speak for them,” I told her. “Nothing changes. If they help or they don’t help, we are enough to deal with the Warlords. We will be enough. Go ahead and take a break, get some food and rest. You’ll be working on the fortifications next.”

      As I spoke, the Galactic Government dropship arrived, setting down on the west side of the village. The bulky aircraft was flat black with the golden image of the GG sigil on the side. The Galactic Government had chosen a feline creature with two long upper fangs protruding down as their emblem.

      Sand and dirt kicked up all around the dropship as the rear doors opened. A squad of Shadow Praetorians filed out. Unlike the standard Praetorian soldiers who wore the mustard-colored armor like Zoe, Shadow Praetorians wore flat black armor. These were the specialized shock troops of the Galactic Government.

      I knew this squad well. Led by Sergeant Troy Toy, these were the Titans. I had first met them on our hunt along with Rival Mercer and last seen them on an island where the gate had been located before it broke and alien monsters were freed.

      Zoe joined me as the Shadow Praetorians exited and trotted over in our direction. It was impossible to tell who was who, since their helmets with dark visors masked their identities.

      “I’ve caught up Toy on the situation here,” Zoe said to me through her speakers, turning off the piece of tech that would translate her words for the locals. “He’s aware. The dropship will be left open while we go hunting for the sand worm, if you get my drift.”

      “I do,” I answered. “Al and Preacher will stay here while he locates the creature.”

      “Understood,” Zoe acknowledged. There was not time to say anything else. The lead Shadow Praetorian took off his helmet to reveal Sergeant Troy Toy. Troy was a hard man both in physical appearance and resolve.

      He saluted the major first.

      “Major Valentine,” Sergeant Troy greeted. “It’s good to see you again, ma’am.”

      “Better to see you,” Zoe answered with her own salute.

      Sergeant Toy relaxed a bit and looked over at me with pursed lips.

      “Daniel Hunt,” Sergeant Troy appraised me. “Not sure if I want to give you a hug or punch you in the face. Last time I saw you on the island, we were supposed to go into the pyramid together. Next thing I know, you’re gone and the pyramid is collapsing in on itself.”

      “Oh, riiiiiiight,” I said, scratching the back of my neck. “I had to go in by myself. We’d lost enough. Rival found me and offered me a way in, but only me.”

      Sergeant Toy slowly nodded. He was there when we lost Wesley. He understood, I could see it in his relaxed posture.

      “When we got the call from the GG to come hook up with Major Valentine, I should have guessed I’d see you again,” Sergeant Toy remarked. “Major Valentine tells me we’re hunting monsters this time around?”

      “Monsters,” I agreed.

      “Well, we’re ready,” Sergeant Toy stated with purpose. “I’ve brought some new toys to help courtesy of the GG tech division. We can unload and get started.”

      “Let’s get to it,” Zoe answered, following Sergeant Toy back to the dropship.

      I fell in step with the pair. The rest of the Shadow Praetorians removed their helmets. I recognized a few faces from my time with them both in our trip to what used to be Louisiana and to the island.

      I recognized Doc, whose real name I realized I didn’t really know. Dion and Creeves were the scouts I had worked with before as well. They gave me amused smiles and nods.

      “I wish I could say it was good to see you,” Creeves teased, shouldering her blaster. “But every time we do see you, it makes my head hurt.”

      “Who, me?” I asked the scout good-naturedly. “No, you must have me confused with someone else. That doesn’t sound like me.”

      “No, I think she’s talking about you.” Doc hid a smile.

      “Give me one good example,” I said as we walked toward the dropship together. “Anything; I bet you can’t think of one.”

      “You mean when we had to battle mutie croc people or when we traveled to the island that shouldn’t exist and fought ancient knights and killer robots?” Dion, the other scout, asked with a chuckle. “Like those examples?”

      “Okay, so maybe you have a point,” I said. “It’s good to see you and your unit. I’d rather have the Titans with me than any other squad.”

      “Oh crip, you requested us, didn’t you?” Dion asked, rolling her eyes. “I should have known.”

      “We need to work on being ruder to civilians,” Creeves agreed. “Most find us rude and brash, but Hunt just wants to hang out with us more.”

      “Well, you know it’s your charm and people-skills that really draw me to the Titans,” I replied with a straight face.

      Everyone got a good laugh at that. There were ten soldiers in Titan squad. Apart from Creeves, Dion, Doc, and Sergeant Toy, I recognized about half the others. A few new faces were peppered in as well.

      The time for talking ended as we reached the open rear ramp doors of the dropship.

      Sergeant Toy instructed his Shadow Praetorians to unload a series of heavy crates. The crates themselves were large square containers with dura-plastic clips holding them shut. Each one was painted dark green and emblazoned with the sigil of the GG.

      “So here are the new goodies to play with,” Sergeant Toy explained, opening the first crate. He motioned to a series of what looked like short spears to me. “We’ll plant these around the perimeter of where the seismic activity has been taking place to find this alien creature. Actually, there’s a lot of technical terms I’m leaving out. I’ll hand this one over to our tech specialist. Corporal Gardner, go ahead.”

      One of the newer faces stepped in. He was tall with short buzzed hair and an excited clip to his words.

      “Yes, sir,” the corporal chimed in. “We have a lot of exciting new tech to test out in the field. May I say that this is state-of-the-art weaponry we’ll be dealing with. And it is an honor to—”

      “Corporal,” Zoe interrupted the younger man.

      “Right.” The corporal cleared his throat. “Sorry, yes, ma’am. We have sonic spears that, as the sergeant pointed out, will help us map the area underground to locate the creature in question. On top of that, we also have detonation loads equipped on specialized spears to herd the creature in any direction we like once we find it.”

      The corporal went over to another crate and opened the lid. Inside were black spears just like the others, as tall as a man. These were a little different with a sleek control panel at the base of the spear. Each panel blinked with different colored lights.

      “Both spears are easy to use,” the corporal went on to explain. He picked up one of the detonation spears and tossed it up and down in his hand as if it were a toy.

      I noticed Creeves, Dion, and a few of the others take a step back.

      I didn’t blame them; half of me wanted to give the corporal a wide berth.

      “All one needs to do is slam the spear into the ground and activate the control panel, which will send either a sonic burst or an explosion toward this sand creature,” Corporal Gardner explained, miming the action. “Once we get the creature to surface, we have an expandable net as well as enough sedative to put down a herd of mutie boars.”

      As Corporal Gardner said this last part, he nodded with a chin toward the last closed crate.

      I thought about what Al told us. How big one of these vanduriam sand worms could get.

      I hope that sedative is as strong as you say it is, I thought to myself. Because we’re not going to get a second chance when a pissed-off giant sand worm breaks the surface.

      “Well, let’s get this stuff on hover sleds and head out,” Zoe answered. “We’ll move through the village and then continue on to the east. There are surrounding hostile villages that we are not to engage unless we absolutely have no choice. Our mission is first and foremost the sand worm. Am I understood?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” A chorus of voices responded.

      “Good. Let’s go,” Zoe answered. “We’re on the clock.”
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      While the Galactic Government group geared up, I took the opportunity to head back to the T-bird. There was something I needed to get. If things went bad with the sand worm, I’d need to rely on the Relic to see us through the encounter. I was to meet the Shadow Praetorian squad outside the east end of the city in twenty minutes.

      Butch barked and came at a friendly gallop as she saw me head for the T-bird. If you didn’t know her, the giant wolf would have caused the bravest among us to have a heart attack.

      I knew the fur ball was loyal to a fault, and when she came for me, there was nothing but joy welling in her heart.

      “You ready for another round, Lady Butch?” I asked the wolf, addressing her by her full name.

      Butch’s ears stood at attention.

      “Come on; we need to pick something up,” I answered her unspoken question.

      “Preacher, Al,” I said into the comms. “I’m heading to the T-bird for the Relic then heading out with the GG contingency to hunt the sand worm. How are things looking on your end?”

      “Oh, you know, just setting traps to maim, behead, and castrate on the flanks of the city,” Al responded nonchalantly. “We’ll funnel them right into where we decide.”

      “They’re tough,” Preacher chimed in. “They’re tougher than they think. Retraining their brains to refuse rule will take time, but they’ll fight. I’m sure of that.”

      “Keep doing what you can,” I answered. “With any luck, we’ll capture this sand creature in the next day or two before the attack from the Warlords comes.”

      “Or if you didn’t, that may not be such a bad thing,” Al said in a singsong voice. “Say if the Warlord group were to travel to the village but then run into either the vanduriam sand worm or the Shadow Praetorians? Maybe we could kill two bulldongs with a single crowmar.”

      “I don’t know what a bulldong is, but I’m pretty sure I want to stay away from that.” I snickered. “If I start to think of all the ways this can go, I’m going to give myself a headache. Let’s just concentrate on what we have to do now. We can’t depend on the GG element. As much as Zoe would like to help, she’s already doing all she can. Preacher, you got the supplies in the GG dropship? Zoe said it would be left open.”

      “Roger,” Preacher answered. “They’re heading out now. I’ll give them a few minutes then take a group of villagers and unload the goods. We could use the weapons but the armor more so. Any kind of wearable protection is pretty much nonexistent here.”

      “No, no, no,” Al said, muffled as if she were speaking to someone else. “We aren’t going to be impaling the fleshy side of the human foot with holes that shallow. We need them to be deeper. Do you understand deeper? Daniel, I really have to go. You know how your Earthly saying goes. If you want something done right, you have to kill someone to get it done.”

      “I’m not sure that’s how it goes, but I understand what you’re saying,” I said, hiding a chuckle. “I’ll keep this line open and check back in once we’re done with the worm.”

      While I was talking, Butch and I made it the rest of the way to the T-Bird. The sleek craft rested on the dry, cracked ground waiting for me. The vambrace I wore on my left forearm housing Al’s sphere glowed for a moment as the T-bird opened.

      “I got it,” Al said.

      How she could monitor her own sphere as well as live in the holo projectors that gave her a body was beyond my understanding.

      “So you’re still in the sphere on my forearm but also in the village helping the locals,” I said, trying to wrap my head around how she could be in two places at the same time. “Will you be able to control those hovering holo projectors while your sphere is with me hunting the sand worm?”

      “Please, Daniel,” Al huffed. “Don’t try to understand it. I’m just beginning to have a shred of respect for you. If I have to talk down to you and explain the inner workings of my sphere, it’s going to ruin the illusion I’m building for you.”

      I wasn’t really sure if I should be offended or not, but I had larger things to think about at the moment. I walked up the open ramp located in the belly of the T-bird. Unlike the dropships, the T-bird was more of a fighter ship with a small rear seating section, storage overhead, and four seats at the front of the ship.

      Butch padded beside me as I entered the ship, my eyes went directly for the crate holding the sword. If I was being honest with myself, I was still learning what the sword did.

      I knew it was a Relic, one of three ancient alien weapons left here on Earth for when they would be needed the most. I knew it was incredibly powerful granting speed, strength, and stamina to its user.

      As with most things in life, its power also came with a steep cost. The sword was like a drug. When I carried it, I didn’t want to let it go. When I was without it, I found my mind wandering back to it. Likewise when others saw it, they too were drawn to its power as if it called to them.

      I reached up toward the storage area, taking down the long crate housing the weapon. If things went sideways with the sand worm, this might be the only thing that could save us. It had already delivered us from a wedding proposal with Ammit.

      I opened the dura plastic locks on the front of the crate. The sword lay inside, radiating with a dull blue hum I didn’t understand. Not understanding didn’t keep me from wanting to hold it.

      Butch growled low and slow at the weapon. The sound made me look over at the wolf. She studied me with those large predator eyes of hers as if she were sad.

      “It’ll be okay,” I told her. “We have to take it with us. We’ll only need it as a last resort.” I looked around the inside of the craft, kicking myself mentally for not having anything that could easily hide the sword while being carried.

      In the end, I decided on a long crate meant for a sniper rifle. I removed the Artemis 3000 using my knife to refashion the foam it sat in to fit the sword. I wasn’t exactly the detailed type. The foam looked massacred by the time I was done with it, but the sword fit and I was able to close the long carrying case.

      I secured a strap I found in a utility crate to each end of the case and wore it across my chest.

      Hopefully, if anyone looked at me twice, it would just seem as if I made an impromptu carrying sling for a sniper rifle. If things got so bad that I did need to pull out the sword, then I wouldn’t care who saw it anyway.

      “We’re at the east end of the village and ready to head out,” Zoe called over our comms. “You ready?”

      “On my way,” I answered, descending the T-bird’s ramp and jogging toward our designated meeting spot. Without a sound, the ramp door to the T-bird closed behind me.

      I didn’t bother to wonder how Al knew I was out of the ship. I chalked it up to her sphere on my vambrace. Butch loped beside me as we met up with the rest of the Shadow Praetorians.

      Those who had not yet met Butch, like Corporal Gardner, took a step back when they saw the creature.

      “Don’t worry; she’s a friendly,” Sergeant Toy reassured them.

      “She?” Corporal Gardner swallowed hard.

      “Ahh, come on, Techy,” Dion teased, slamming her shoulder into his. “She looks so cute. Think of her as just a really big puppy.”

      “Ouch, I bruise easily.” Gardner rubbed his armor-plated shoulder like that was going to help. “And yeah, she looks like a big puppy that could tear my throat out with a single bite.”

      Butch looked over at Corporal Gardner with a knowing nod as if she agreed with him.

      “All right, let’s head out,” Zoe instructed. “We need to reach the last known coordinates of this sand worm and get the sonic spears in place before it gets dark.”

      We moved out with Corporal Gardner and Zoe in the lead. The former read from a data pad he carried displaying the surrounding terrain. Sergeant Toy’s Shadow Praetorians moved the supply crates on a series of three hover sleds.

      The sleds were simple, flat lifts hovering just off the ground. On one end, the hover sleds carried a set of controls that came out and up from the base. The Shadow Praetorians controlled these by only having to direct the sled in any direction they wished to travel. The sled itself did all the work.

      I walked with the group, doing a check of my weapons as I went. Axe, knife, recallers, MK II with a full drum and a backup just in case.

      I didn’t bother checking the sword in the carrier over my shoulder. I didn’t dare. Not just for me, but for the call the weapon would put out to all those around me.

      “Since when do you fire a long-range weapon?” Sergeant Toy asked, coming to walk beside me. His helmet hid his features, but I could imagine the skeptical look he wore on his face at the moment. “You’ve always been a brawler, up close and personal. I still have nightmares of you sticking your arm into those mutie croc men’s mouths in Louisiana.”

      “People change.” I avoided the question like a stream of enemy fire. “How about you? After the events on the island, you get out okay?”

      “No issue,” Sergeant Toy answered. “Say, what did you see in that pyramid anyway?”

      “You really want to know?” I asked. “I’m not sure you’re going to believe it.”

      “Listen, since I’ve known you, I’ve come to believe a lot of things.” Sergeant Toy readjusted his weapon in his arms. “Go ahead, give it to me.”

      “The knight guarding the pyramid also protected an inter-dimension alien gate. It imprisoned alien creatures previously on our world,” I divulged as straight-faced and matter-of-factly as I could when talking about subjects like aliens and immortal knights. “The gate broke, spilling out the alien creatures and the crazed immortal knights across our Earth.”

      We walked in silence for a few moments.

      “Join the Galactic Government, they said,” Sergeant Toy murmured under his breath so only I could hear. “You’ll see the solar system, do some good, and retire well. There wasn’t any mention of alien monsters, immortal knights, or gates in the brochure.”

      “Sounds like they need to readjust their advertising campaign,” I responded. “It should read more like: fight alien entities, recover ancient artifacts, and partner with prehistoric wolf breeds.”

      Sergeant Toy got a chuckle out of that one. I couldn’t help but crack a grin myself at how insane my words sounded, even to me.

      In no time, both of us were laughing with abandon. The mirth stemmed from a state of understanding how ridiculous the situation we found ourselves in really was. The laughter fed from a resolve to see it through to the end and how crazy that made us.

      “You got any family, Hunt?” Sergeant Toy asked as our laughter died down.

      “Just the people I hold close and call family,” I answered. “You?”

      “Naw, got into a relationship that didn’t work out,” Sergeant Toy shared. “It was probably my fault. No, it was all my fault. I put soldiering first and her second. I didn’t know what I was doing. I’m married to the life now.”

      “I’ve seen the respect your unit has for you,” I told the man next to me. “Blood makes you related, loyalty makes you family.”

      “I’m going to remember that one,”  Sergeant Toy said as he nodded along with my words. “You know, Hunt, if you didn’t bring such Lord of the Way awful news with you all the time, it wouldn’t be so bad seeing you.”

      “Thanks, I think,” I answered. “Trust me, I wish I came heralding better news, but this is what my life is now.”

      “Ah, don’t be so modest,” Sergeant Toy responded. “You’re the Hero of Mars who owns his own multi-million-credit company. Or is that multi-billion now? Come to think of it, should I be asking you for your autograph?”

      I was going to respond, when the Earth itself shifted under my feet. The ground shook as if it were in some kind of spasm. All the quiet chatter going on around us stopped at once.

      Every Shadow Praetorian lifted their weapon, unsure where to point it. The ground trembled again then stopped as if it had never moved at all.

      “Gardner?” Sergeant Toy called, jogging to the front of the column.

      I joined him. We hadn’t gone far; just out of sight from the village. Zoe and Gardner looked down at his data pad.

      “This isn’t making any sense,” Gardner said, shaking his head.

      I followed his gaze, looking at the readouts his data pad carried. I don’t even know why I tried. The numbers and graphs scrolling over the screen meant nothing to me. It was like someone threw a bunch of random numbers and symbols into the air hoping they would make sense when they fell.

      “What is it?” Zoe asked.

      “I’m reading not one but multiple tremors racing through the Earth below us,” Gardner responded in a hurry.

      “Multiple worms?” I repeated.

      “And that’s not all,” Gardner answered. “It’s—there’s—”

      “Come on, spit it out,” Sergeant Toy pushed.

      “The ground beneath us, it’s hollow,” Gardner revealed.
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      “Come again?” I asked. “It sounded like you said there’s a hollow space beneath the surface.”

      I wiggled my left pointer finger into my ear as if I was removing an obstruction.

      “I—I don’t understand it,” Corporal Gardner stammered, looking down at his data pad. “There were only reports of one and—and nothing hollow.”

      “Are they still close?” Zoe asked, looking down at the dirt around her. She pointed the business end of her Hyperion Mark Seven at the hard ground. She moved it in a sweeping motion as if she could see through the Earth itself.

      “No, they’ve headed north in a hurry,” Corporal Gardner said. He didn’t even try to mask his confusion. “This is nothing like what I expected. I’ll need to report this in ASAP.”

      “Fine,” Zoe said, looking over at Sergeant Toy. “Can you set up these sonic spears?”

      “We were briefed on them before the mission.” Sergeant Toy nodded. “Just give me the word.”

      “Go for it,” Zoe said.

      While Sergeant Toy instructed his Shadow Praetorians on where to set up the sonic spears, Corporal Gardner stepped to the side to radio who I assumed was his superior in the tech department of the GG.

      “You know, I’m sitting right here on your arm and you haven’t even asked me a thing about the vanduriam sand worm, why there would be more than one, why the ground would be hollowed out,” Al said from her sphere. “It’s like you don’t even want to know.”

      “You’ve just been eavesdropping on us this entire time?” Zoe scolded. “Not cool, Al, not cool at all.”

      “Well, my holographic body is back at the village setting up defenses, but my sphere is still active. I’m just taking it all in.” Al sighed. “I was going to let you go about your business, but I thought I’d chime in with a few pearls of wisdom, if you’d like. If you don’t want to, then that’s fine too. Just let me know.”

      There was a long pause.

      Zoe removed her helmet, attaching it to the magnetic lock on her belt. Sweat glistened on her forehead.

      “Is she really going to make us ask?” Zoe wondered via her neural link to her comm. I was still getting used to the fact of hearing Zoe speak without seeing her lips move.

      “Oh, she is,” I confirmed. “She’s dead serious.”

      “Al, yes, we want the info you have,” Zoe said, rolling her eyes in the process.

      “Did I hear a please in there somewhere?” Al asked.

      “Al?” I warned.

      “No, it’s okay.” Zoe shrugged. “I’m not going to let an AI piss me off. Al, please.”

      “Well, since you asked so nicely, yes, I have valuable information to share,” Al answered. “The vanduriam sand worm only hollows out the Earth around it on two occasions. One, when it’s about to die, and two, when it gives birth.”

      “Gives birth?” I blurted. “I thought there was only one of these things here?”

      “The vanduriam sand worm does not require a partner to procreate,” Al informed us. “Do you know what that means or do you need me to go into detail about its sex organs?”

      “We get it, we get it,” I replied. “How many does it usually give birth to?”

      “A normal suck of vanduriam sand worms usually—”

      “I’m sorry, did you just say ‘suck’?” Zoe interrupted.

      “Yes, that’s what a pack or herd of sand worms are called, a suck,” Al answered, amused. “Does that surprise you?”

      If I didn’t know Al any better, I’d wonder if she was messing with us. But I did know her better. The odds of her amusing herself by throwing some irrelevant data she skewed was high.

      “Okay, so this suck…” I played along with her. “How many would there be?”

      “The average suck would consist of thirty to forty smaller offspring, ranging from ten to twenty meters long and weighing as much as a Shadow Praetorian in full armor.”

      “Forty!” I shouted, forgetting my surroundings.

      Sergeant Toy’s Titans looked up at me from planting the sonic spears in the ground.

      “Forty,” I whispered. “We were going to have our hands full with one and now there could be forty-one of them out here?”

      “Yes, well, nature has a strange way of going about its own path despite what we would like it to do,” Al crooned. “Anywho, I have to get back to instructing these villagers on what to do. Talk soon. Hope you don’t get eaten.”

      “Al, wait,” Zoe said, stopping the end of the call. “What’s the best course of action here? I had a plan for one worm but not thirty to forty.”

      “I’d say run,” Al suggested without a second’s hesitation. “Run like your life depended on it and do not look back. Try not to soil yourself in the process and head for the village.”

      “Not helpful,” I countered.

      “I’m not trying to be helpful,” Al stated matter-of-factly. “I’m trying to be honest.”

      “Okay, thanks for the info,” Zoe answered.

      “Any time,” Al said before the channel clicked dry.

      “She’s just a real ray of sunshine, isn’t she?” Zoe asked. “Where did you say you found her?”

      “Trapped and cut off from the world in an underground alien bunker.” I shrugged. “She has her moments.”

      “Mmm hmmm.” Zoe sighed.

      “So what’s the plan?” I asked.

      “The plan is we relay the news to GG headquarters and see what they want us to do,” Zoe answered. She looked over at Corporal Gardner, who was speaking with someone on his own line.

      “Isn’t he already doing that?” I asked.

      “He’s a techy,” Zoe explained as if that were supposed to be an answer in and of itself. “He’s talking to his own department about what to do regarding the cavern below, the tools and such. I’ll need to report in to my superiors and get our marching orders.”

      “Got it,” I answered.

      Zoe gave me a nod then stepped to the side.

      Corporal Gardner had finished his call now and was directing the other Shadow Praetorians on where to set up the sonic spears. They were being stabbed into the ground in a rough circle about a city block in diameter.

      Once they were solidly in the ground, a switch was flipped on the shaft, activating an alternating pair of green lights.

      I walked over to get a better look at the data pad Corporal Gardner was looking down at. The tall man also removed his helmet. His short buzzed hair, damp with sweat refused to fall on his head and instead stood up in tiny wet spikes.

      He looked worried. That, or he really needed to use the restroom.

      “You going to make it?” I asked, sidling up to him.

      “Huh?” he said, looking at me as if I woke him from a dream. “Oh, yes. Sorry, this is—this is all so new and groundbreaking. I’m not sure whether to be excited beyond my imagination or scared out of my mind. We’re making contact with a new alien species for the first time and it’s me. I’m the one doing it.”

      “You can be both,” I commented, evoking a confused look from the corporal. “You can be both scared and excited,” I explained. “What do you see?”

      “Well, the alien creatures are gone now but below us is a cavern they seemed to have hollowed out of the Earth itself.” Corporal Gardner showed me the data pad glowing with a kind of green map. It outlined the ground and dots that I imagined represented us.

      Below the ground and our dots was a massive cavern. It was impossible for me to tell exactly how large it was, but it looked colossal compared to my small dot on the screen.

      “It’s so strange that creatures like this would be able to construct such a vast cavern.” Corporal Gardner shook his head. “We should really have someone here who’s versed in—”

      “In what, Corporal?” Sergeant Toy interrupted, joining us. “In aliens?”

      “Yes, or at least the biological tendencies of mammals such as these,” Corporal Gardner answered. “What we’re dealing with here is the unknown. I—”

      For the second time, the corporal was cut off, this time from the ground itself.

      “What do you see?” I asked, looking down at the data pad in his hand. “Are they back?”

      Butch whined at my side, her tail tucked between her rear legs.

      “I—I don’t know, it’s—”

      The ground didn’t just shake now; it outright rolled. I never felt anything like that before. A long fissure ran between my feet and Butch’s paws.

      “Everyone back!” I heard Zoe yell. “Out of the circle.”

      Too late.

      The ground cracked like a dry branch. A sound so hard to explain came from the Earth next, the only thing I could liken it to would be some kind of deep groan as if the Earth was tired but consented to one more meal, swallowing us whole.

      I turned to run, but as fast as I was, even I wasn’t going to outrun the very ground beneath me giving way. Screams accompanied the fall into blackness.

      One second, I was turning to run; the next, there was no ground underneath my feet. We fell, then fell, then fell some more.

      I hit the ground somewhere below on what wasn’t a nice soft bed of dirt. It was rock. I just lay on my back, trying to force the air back into my lungs. Pain exploded in the back of my head as bright white lights flashed in front of my eyes. I saw stars.

      Stars with a heavy mixture of dirt and dust exploded outward. The taste of dirt filled my mouth. Deep earthy scents invaded my nose as I sought to both cough and suck in air at the same time.

      I didn’t know much at the moment. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I worried about Zoe, Butch, and the others, but right now, I was doing all I could not to pass out and just to breathe.

      I wasn’t sure how long I lay there looking up. It was long enough for some of the dirt and dust to settle. Maybe ten stories above me, I could see the darkening sky overhead.

      Not just a section, but the entire area we were standing on had caved in. With pain accompanying every move, I pushed myself off the ground. I reached to the back of my head to feel a warm, sticky substance I knew was my blood. The case holding the sword I landed on was cracked but not broken.

      There were moans and grunts from all around me. I didn’t hear Butch. She had been right next to me when the ground gave way.

      “Butch?” I called out, forcing myself to unsteady feet. “Butch, can you hear me?”

      I stumbled around massive clods of earth. Shadow Praetorians rose to unsteady feet as they too helped one another up.

      Whining from somewhere to my right seized my heart with a cold fist and refused to let go. As much as I wanted to examine my surroundings and look to see how the others were faring, Butch needed me.

      “I’m here,” I said, going over to a mound of dirt to my right. “Butch, I can hear you. I’m here.”

      More whining heavy breaths as if she were gasping to breathe came from a pile of dirt and broken pieces of earth that ranged from the size of my fist to the length of a hover bike.

      Like a maniac, I began to work heaving pieces of earth that should have been too heavy for me to lift. Powered by my resolve and a rush of adrenaline, I shoved at the pieces of earth all the while coaching Butch through it.

      “I’m coming, I’m here, hang in there, Butch. You hang in there,” I said, choking back fear.

      A final whine so full of fear, it didn’t even sound like the wolf, came from the mound, then nothing.

      “Butch? Butch!?” I yelled.

      Nothing.
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      “Butch!” I screamed, tearing at the mounds of earth piled in front of me.

      I didn’t hear her anymore. I would have taken anything at that moment: a whimper, a cry, anything.

      I dug through the mound of dirt and sand, shoveling armfuls of earth to the side.

      “Daniel, Daniel, what’s wrong?” Zoe coughed, stumbling through the dust wafting in the air. “Are you okay?”

      “It’s Butch,” I grunted, rolling a clod of dirt to the side that was the size of my torso. “She’s trapped.”

      Those four words or maybe the way I pled them was enough for Zoe to jump into action. Together we shoveled rocks and dirt out from around the last place I thought I heard my friend.

      She’s dead, fear said in my head. She’s gone. It’s too late.

      My arms burned with the manic acts of throwing earth from the mound in front of me. From my shoulder to my forearms, they felt as if they were on fire.

      “I hear her,” Al said from my vambrace. “Keep going. I can hear her. She’s whining at an octave you can’t hear, but I can. Hurry; you don’t have much time.”

      Both Zoe and I renewed our efforts until a paw stuck out in front of me. I was so happy, I wanted to shout. Butch’s paw not moving held the well of hope I felt in check.

      A hard-packed heap of earth larger than me sat on top of a mound on either side of Butch. I ran to the side, careful not to put pressure on any area that might be on top of the wolf. I threw my shoulder into rolling the giant dirt clod from on top of her.

      It didn’t budge.

      I got low, grunting, and drove with my legs. Zoe moved to stand beside me with both hands on the obstruction.

      “Together,” she said. “One, two, three!”

      I saw red. Tears of pure intensity filled my eyes. I hadn’t given up on Butch. I’d never give up on her. Right now, I needed to get this piece of earth from on top of her.

      I fed my resolve with anger. Anger could be a powerful tool if used correctly. I’d seen what rage could do when used both for and against the forces of good. I used that right now to drive me forward.

      My back ached and lungs strained to draw in breath as I pressed.

      There were shouts and coughs from other Shadow Praetorians around me, but I couldn’t count on them to come and find us in time. It was up to us.

      “Rawww!” I yelled out, giving voice to the force I felt inside. The rock shifted for a moment then rolled to the side.

      I fell down on my hands and knees, panting. I scooped the soft loose dirt that covered Butch away. I cleared the space around her filthy head and chest.

      She wasn’t breathing.

      I stood there stunned, not knowing what to do. A feeling of numbness washed over me. I didn’t know how to process what I was seeing. It was so sudden, so unexpected, I wasn’t equipped to react.

      The one thing that did happen were the tears in my eyes racing down my cheeks.

      “Get her vest off,” Al instructed without missing a beat. Her voice was steady and calm. “Fifteen chest compressions then close her mouth and breathe through her nose. Hurry!”

      Zoe moved faster than me. Kneeling beside the big wolf, she unclasped her body armor that covered her from neck to tail.

      I fell on my knees more than knelt, doing as I was told. Zoe pressed Butch’s chest, starting the compressions. I closed the wolf’s mouth as best I could to form a seal.

      “Fourteen, fifteen,” Zoe counted, breathing hard. She leaned back on her heels.

      “Be sure to close her mouth as well as you can,” Al coached me. “Form a seal around her nose with your lips. You’ll know you’re getting air in if you see her chest rise.”

      I did as I was instructed, saying a silent prayer. Please, Butch, please, not you too, come on, come on, breathe!

      “Again,” Al called as I breathed into Butch’s nose. “Start with the compressions.”

      Zoe repeated the compressions.

      Butch’s head lay in my lap, her eyes open yet unmoving. It was so hard to fathom the ball of ferocious loyalty I knew as Butch might be gone. She was so heavy, so still.

      “No, no, not you, Butch, not you too,” I croaked as more tears came and I stroked her furry head.

      “Fourteen, fifteen,” Zoe counted again.

      I leaned in, holding my hands around her mouth to ensure no air escaped and blew another breath of air through the wolf’s nose.

      Butch jerked her head to the side and sneezed.

      Now I’ve never been sneezed into before, but the act was not one I would want to repeat.  I was relieved and grossed out at the same time. I fell backward on my butt.

      Butch coughed and then sneezed again, rising to her feet like she had only just been sleeping a moment before and not dead.

      I spat at the substance in my mouth I could only describe as less dense gum. I had zero desire to look at it. Butch whined and came over to me, licking my face.

      I threw both arms around her with a heavy sigh.

      “I thought you were gone,” I said into her fur. “I thought you were gone.”

      “I don’t want to interrupt this tender moment between human and animal, but did you just take a load of snot into your mouth?” Al asked. “I mean, are we just going to overlook this?”

      “We’ll never speak of this,” I said, rising to my feet along with Zoe. The echoes of yells and coughs in the cavern told me there were still others that needed help. “This never happened.”

      “Oh, it happened, Hunt,” Zoe said with a relieved sigh. “We’ll go over the post contact report later. There are others that need our help.”

      “Right,” I answered as I readjusted Butch’s armor on her.

      Butch gave off a few more sneezes and coughs but didn’t seem the worse for wear. She was moving okay and there wasn’t any blood on her coat.

      I moved from our spot digging out Butch to see how I could help anyone else that might be buried. Lucky for us, it seemed that most of the Praetorians landed on the caved-in earth instead of under it. A few of them needed to be pulled out, but no one else was completely buried.

      The Galactic Government armor they wore served them well, absorbing the shock of the fall. There was a twisted ankle suffered and a few bruised ribs and concussions, but nothing that would put the hardened veterans out of the fight.

      Doc checked on those suffering from bruises and bumps while the rest of us examined the cavern.

      The place was one giant room with off-shooting tunnels in multiple directions. In the meager light of the darkening sky I counted six tunnels in all. Each tunnel was roughly two stories tall and just as wide. Darkness diminished my line of sight to no more than a few meters into the tunnels.

      I stood with Sergeant Toy and Zoe as they conferred on what to do next.

      “I can set up a perimeter until we figure out how to get out of here,” Sergeant Toy suggested, looking at Zoe for confirmation. “Or do we want to get out of here? If we follow the tunnels, we might be able to find them.”

      “The supplies we were supposed to trap them with are buried somewhere,” Zoe said, biting her lower lip. “I’m not willing to devote time digging through tons of dirt to try and find a few crates. I just got off the line before we fell. The GG wants us to move forward with the mission. They said even if we can capture one of the small ones, our mission would be considered a success.”

      I left the sergeant and Zoe to talk plans and tactics. I wanted to examine the cavern a little more thoroughly. We were quickly losing what daylight we had. Only a faint golden glow streamed in from the overhead opening now.

      The ground was hard-packed with strange grooves dug deep inside. I approached one of the tunnels to see the walls of the tunnel and cavern were much the same.

      I reached out, running a hand over the deep grooves alongside the wall.

      “Al?” I asked. “These grooves, were they done by the sand worms?”

      “Yes. Usually, they’re content to travel in their tunnels, however, when they are about to give birth, a cavern such as this is created.” Al paused thoughtfully in a very unlike Al way. “It is strange, though.”

      I thought there was going to be more. When she stopped talking altogether, I definitely knew something was up.

      “What is?” I prodded.

      “The ceiling of the cavern was thick except for the one spot where you and the others stood,” Al mused. “The entire ceiling wasn’t weakened; only that one section.”

      I looked up, reexamining the area we had fallen through. Al was right. A near perfect circle granted us access to the cavern almost like a doorway. The rest of the ceiling stood intact.

      “Why would the sand worms only make one section of the roof weak?” I thought out loud. “I mean, how would they even know how to do that unless…”

      My voice trailed off as I thought about the dark possibilities.

      “Unless they did it on purpose,” Al finished my thought. “Daniel, you and the others need to get out of there now!”

      “On it,” I said, turning to rush back to where Sergeant Toy and Zoe were setting up a perimeter and consulting with Corporal Gardner on which tunnel to go down first.

      Miraculously, Corporal Gardner had managed to protect the data pad from completely shattering in the fall. A few cracks splayed out across his screen like a spider web, but otherwise, it was no worse for wear.

      “We need to get out of here now,” I said breathlessly as I reached the group. “This was all a trap.”

      Zoe looked at me, confused.

      “How would you know that?” Sergeant Toy asked.

      “The ceiling,” I explained, looking up. “The entire ceiling didn’t cave in. It was only the spot where we stood. Just that specific spot was weakened.”

      Zoe exchanged worried glances with the sergeant as they mulled over the idea.

      “Are you saying these sand worms are smart enough to know we would come and created a trap for us?” Corporal Gardner asked as he walked over to one of the large tunnels and peeked inside. “I think that’s a bit of a stretch.”

      “Think about it,” I said, pressing the issue. “We all saw the number of them now. They need to eat more. What better way than creating traps for their prey? We should get out of here now. I can have Preacher pilot the T-bird, hook up some kind of rope or cable to lower down.”

      “Come on now,” Corporal Gardner said, laughing. “I’ll be the first to admit that I’m freaked out and this is some weird crip, but do you really think we’re going to believe this is a trap?”

      I was about to open my mouth to tell the son of a brum that, believe it or not, I was about to put my fist in his mouth, when motion from behind him deep in the cave caught my attention.

      “Corporal,” Sergeant Toy called, seeing the same thing I did.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” Corporal Gardner answered. “But I mean, I understand Mr. Hunt’s not part of the GG. If he’s just a mercenary along with us for the ride, maybe he should go and leave this work to the professionals.”

      A shape so grotesque in nature formed out of the cave’s darkness, the saliva in my mouth dried. I worked my jaw up and down but couldn’t think of what to call out.
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      It looked more like a thick centipede than any kind of worm I’d ever seen. Granted, we didn’t get many worms on the husk Earth used to be, but this thing was truly a nightmare.

      A chunky body as thick as my torso sported yellowish skin.  Tiny black grabbers ran across the left and right side of its body. A head—at least I guessed what it would call its head—was more of a flat opening with a circular mouth filled with so many teeth, I couldn’t count them.

      Right now, the grubby thing was rearing up behind the corporal, ready to take a bite out of him.

      It seemed Zoe, Sergeant Toy, and I all found our voices at once.

      “Behind you!” Sergeant Toy yelled, leveling his weapon at the creature.

      “Get down!” Zoe shouted, doing the same.

      “Watch out!” I cried out, unholstering my MK II with one smooth motion. I aimed at what I guessed we were calling a worm behind him.

      Corporal Gardner’s face drained of blood. He turned around in slow motion. The head of the worm that was more like an opening for teeth descended on him with lightning speed. The thing reared up even higher, coming down at him and taking in his head down to his shoulders.

      “Oh crip!” I heard Dion scream from somewhere to my right.

      Others were yelling too. I couldn’t take my eyes away from the impossible image in front of me. I was a good shot; no, I’m not going to be modest, I’m a great shot, but there was no opening for me to make use of my weapon.

      The sand worm’s body was shielded by the corporal’s. The only portion of the sand worm I could see clearly was the part consuming the techy’s head. If I shot that and the tungsten steel round went through, then I’d end up killing the corporal myself.

      With a wet slushing sound, the worm tore the corporal’s head from his body. Corporal Gardner’s data pad fell from his lifeless hands. His headless body hit the ground next. With a clear shot on the sand worm, no one needed to be given the order to fire.

      Boom, boom, boom, boom, boom!

      I don’t think there was a weapon in the cave that didn’t fire. Red laser beams from the Hyperion Mark Sevens the Praetorians all carried lit up the sand worm like some kind of holiday firework.

      I shifted the case on my back, still intact from the fall, and joined in with two rounds of my MK II for good measure. My contribution was probably not needed; okay, definitely not needed. The Praetorians pumped enough rounds into the worm to kill it a dozen times over.

      “Cease fire, cease fire!” Sergeant Toy called, apparently feeling the same way I did. “That’s enough.”

      The hose of fire ended.

      The sand worm was reduced to a smoking corpse. Greyish-green juices painted its ruined body.

      I felt a little like throwing up but held it down. The stench was another thing. I had gone to a diner on the moon once where they were serving some kind of printed food that was supposed to taste like ancient octopus, except there was something wrong with the printer. The food had come out only half constructed, the smell filling the entire diner. That was something like this, harsh and so pungent, I could taste it in the back of my mouth.

      I regretted not wearing a helmet like the others. Maybe a ventilator would cycle out the smell.

      Before anyone could give or take an order, the six tunnels around us squirmed with motion.

      The smaller sand worms poured forth, moving surprisingly fast given their thick appearance. I took all this in as Zoe called out orders.

      “Take cover on the mound of fallen earth,” she yelled. “Circle formation, two to a tunnel. Move!”

      Sergeant Toy took over from there.

      “Don’t stop firing!” Sergeant Toy instructed, lifting his own weapon to his shoulder. “Let them have it!”

      I found myself shoulder to shoulder with Doc. The medic could have been an expert marksman if he wanted. He found one target, tearing a hole the size of my head through the side of its body before moving to another and doing the same.

      I flipped the drum on my MK II to incendiary rounds and opened up. Adding fire to the reeking sand worms was a bad idea. The already unbearable smell escalated to the point where I was sure I killed all my smelling receptors in the process of converting their squelching bodies into burning husks.

      “Kill them all!” Creeves roared over the sound of blood and thunder. “Titans! Oohra!”

      A few more shouts echoed through the cavern as we unleashed unholy hell on the aliens from a different galaxy. Or maybe they were from our own galaxy, for as much as I knew, they could be our nightmarish neighbors the next solar system over.

      Had Zoe and Sergeant Toy been slower in organizing their forces and giving orders, we might have been overrun. But these weren’t just any soldiers. These were the Titans under command of two of the best.

      Panic wasn’t permitted. Zoe and Sergeant Toy led by example, pumping rounds into targets and encouraging their men and women.

      “Keep at it,” Zoe growled.

      “No armor; everything on its body is a weak point,” Sergeant Toy called out from somewhere behind me. “Light ‘em up!”

      We did just that. The closest one of the sand worms that came to our location was a good ten meters down the mound of dirt we used as our defensive point.

      The worms made this high-pitched squealing noise as they died. Believe me, I had no desire to let them suck off my head as they had Corporal Gardner, but neither did I take satisfaction in their death throes and screams of pain.

      We were going to be all right. Even as the sun cast its last light overhead and the interior of the cavern darkened, the last of the sand worms were put down.

      But with the darkness came a demon of the deep.

      Out of the cave to my left, a sand worm erupted so large, it nearly didn’t fit through the two-story tunnel. Shaped like the others, this one had to be the mother or the father, depending how you looked at it.

      I’d never seen anything that large move. At least, that large that was made up of flesh and tissue. My mind went back to the beach where the sea creature tore Rival Mercer in half. Still, I think this sand worm was even larger.

      “Nine o’clock, nine o’clock!” Zoe instructed.

      As one, we pivoted to meet this new threat. The beast would have been enough to strike fear in and of itself. The darkness descending on the cave just added to the terrifying scene.

      The creature roared its hatred at us for killing its offspring. It was a deep rumbling thing that reminded me of some kind of colossal landslide.

      I emptied the rest of my incendiary rounds into its fleshy belly as it reared up to make its run at us. Every one of my rounds found its mark but did little to stop the beast.

      It wasn’t that the alien monster was impervious to the damage. On the contrary, both my rounds and the rounds from the Shadow Praetorians struck true. The issue was the sheer size and girth of the creature. I’m sure it felt the damage, but our small arms fire did nothing to stop the beast from having its vengeance on us.

      “Clear out!” Zoe yelled as the monster rushed us.

      I dove to the side, rolling down the slope and surrendered the high ground advantage. As I did so, I switched my MK II from the depleted incendiary rounds to my regular tungsten steel rods. Temptation whispered to me to use my explosive rounds, but I understood the precarious nature of our surroundings. One wrong explosion and the rest of the cavern roof could be coming down on us.

      I came up in a roll, firing five quick bursts of my weapon into the left flank of the creature. My rounds ripped holes in the flesh of the beast and disappeared. The same greenish-grey liquid oozed from the wounds.

      The fully grown sand worm crushed two Praetorians making a run for one of the caves and ate a third whole.

      “Al, any ideas here?” I asked, running my drum dry of tungsten rounds and slamming in my spare.

      “Not with the firearms you’re using,” Al answered honestly. “You need larger caliber weapons. Explosives even.”

      “Are you crazy? Do you see where we are?” I shouted over the staccato of the weapons echoing off the cavern walls. “I set off an explosion, and this whole place comes down.”

      “You don’t and you’re dead,” Al answered. “I’ve updated Preacher on the situation and he’s heading for the T-bird, but he may not get there in time. What’s the ancient human saying? If you want to make toast, you have to crack a few butters?”

      “That’s not it at all,” I said, pumping rounds into the behemoth of the sand worm in front of me. “It’s eggs.”

      “No, that can’t be right,” Al mused. “Why would I want to crack eggs to make toast?”

      The sword, I thought to myself, ignoring Al. The sword can do the job, but is it worth what it may mean?

      Thus far, the GG was oblivious to the weapon’s existence. A lone Praetorian soldier knew of the weapon, but she had been sworn to secrecy. She understood what it could do.

      If I drew the weapon now, I’d be revealing its existence to not only Zoe and Troy, but to every other Shadow Praetorian still on their feet.

      Not yet, I thought. Not until we’ve exhausted every other option.

      I drowned out whatever other thoughts were about to come crashing through my mind by yelling out for Zoe and Sergeant Toy.

      “We need to bring out some grenades,” I shouted. “I know the risk, but if we don’t, we’re dead.”

      “Agreed, we can—”

      “Wait, I have an idea!” I said, cutting Zoe off. As soon as I said it, I knew I was going to follow through with my plan. Zoe had lost enough. Shadow Praetorians were getting crushed and devoured by the minute.

      “Hey!” I shouted, waving my hands like a wild man near the giant sand worm’s eyeless head. “Hey, you! Over here!”

      The sand worm tore through the body of the Praetorian it had cornered before looking over at me. Its mouth was easily wide enough for me to enter without stooping.

      It studied me for a moment before lunging forward.

      “Daniel, what are you doing?” Sergeant Toy yelled. “You have to get out of there!”

      “We’ll try the grenades, Daniel. Don’t do this!” Zoe screamed.

      It was too late. My path was clear. I could heal. They couldn’t.

      The sand worm, oozing liquid from dozens of wounds, a small section of it on fire, wormed its way toward me.

      I took off at a sprint, pumping my arms beside my body. I headed for the closest cave. I had no idea where any of them led. One was as good as the next as far as I was concerned.

      I didn’t bother looking back. I could hear the deep angry sounds coming from the worm behind me. The tunnel I sped into was pitch black.

      “Not really thinking ahead, are we?” Al asked as her sphere on my left vambrace activated and cast a bright orange glow around us. “Try to run faster. I have no desire to spend the next few days in a vanduriam worm’s digestive tract, only to be defecated with your remains.”

      I could think of a few choice words for Al at the moment, but I refrained. I saved all my air for breathing.

      I flew through the cave, relying on my enhanced speed, which made me faster than any human had a right to be. The tunnel eventually started to slope down when I thought it would go up.

      There were no other off-shooting tunnels that would have given me an option to change my course, and going back wasn’t really an option.

      Sweat poured down my face and armpits. Even my abilities were beginning to be put to the test. My stamina would have to carry me through this. The sand worm was still coming but slower now. I began to put distance between us.

      I could only guess at how far of a lead I had due to the sounds that died down behind me. I wasn’t about to take the time to stop and look.

      As I breathed hard, the tunnel I was in finally ended. I skidded into another large cavern. This one, like the other, was one large room, at least it looked like it was one large room. Unlike the cavern I was in previously, this one’s roof was intact. No sun or moon shone down to give me extra light.

      I skidded to a halt, my heart racing not only from the exertion but from the thought I had seconds to figure something out before the sand worm fell on me with malice.
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      “May I suggest it’s time for the sword to be drawn?” Al asked from my vambrace. “I don’t think we have a lot of options here.”

      I let my actions be her answer. Holstering my MK II, I removed the case from my back and unclipped the hinges. The sword glowed with a brilliant blue light as if it knew what I needed.

      Without thinking, I grabbed the hilt and lifted it high.

      Three things seemed to happen at once. The power of the alien Relic seeped through my arm and filled my body with strength and even a manic rage to use the power.

      Second, I got a glimpse of the room I was in. A bright blue glow as if the sword knew I needed to see washed over the chamber.

      My heart fell into my stomach.

      This room, although not as large as the other, was shaped in a similar way. It was circular with large stalactites hanging from the ceiling and other off-shooting tunnels leading to who knew where.

      The part that sent my knees weak were the dozens of waist-high egg sacks pulsating in the darkness. I’m no scientist versed in vanduriam sand worm procreation, but I knew an egg when I saw one. The shells of the eggs were nearly translucent, offering me a macabre look of the baby worms that lay inside.

      I fought back the fear sending chills down my spine.

      “Oh crip,” Al said from my vambrace. “I didn’t see that coming.”

      That was when the third and final thing caught my attention. Something moved in the shadows to my left. This chamber had three off-shooting tunnels. In one of these tunnels, something moved on two legs.

      I shifted my attention in that direction, lifting the sword to provide more light. More movement. A man blinked in the light of my weapon. He was tall with wide shoulders and a square jaw.

      He wore a white cloak with pieces of steel armor over his shoulders and forearms. If he had a weapon, I didn’t see it yet.

      “Hey, I don’t know who you are, but unless you want to become a toothpick for a sand monster, you need to get going ASAP,” I said, looking back to the tunnel where I entered.

      My time was up; the sand worm, leaking a trail of blood and bodily fluid behind it, exploded from the tunnel.

      I shifted my attention to the beast, ready to begin my grisly work of slicing it into a million pieces if that was what it took to put it down. The thought of taking on the hulk with a sword would have seemed insane at best if it had been any other sword beside the one I held.

      I felt the power flowing through my body. It demanded an outlet, whispering to me that we were enough. Apart, we were a victim, but paired together, we could send this sand worm into the beyond.

      The sand worm stopped short of pouncing on me. It reared up as high as the cavern would allow, hundreds of smaller black arms lined its underside. It had no eyes, I could see.

      We stood there for a moment at a stalemate.

      “Well, come on,” I grunted, eager to use the weapon. “What are you waiting for?”

      “Ak shaw naw thaw,” the man standing in the shadows said not to me but the sand worm in front of me as if it would be able to understand what he was saying.

      I looked at him like he was crazy. He might have been for all I knew.

      The crazier thing is that the sand worm obeyed. Breathing hard, the sand worm let out that long, low, gravelly sound from its throat. It moved back down to rest on the ground.

      I gripped the sword tighter. I had no idea what was going on and it was starting to piss me off. I pivoted with my left foot, taking a step back so I could see both the sand worm and the man.

      “Who are you?” I asked. “How are you talking to that thing? Why is it listening to you?”

      The man took a step forward, more of his appearance being washed in the light of the sword’s blue glow. He was clean shaven, both face and head. It looked recent.

      “The sand worm listens when its master calls,” the man said in a matter of fact clear way of speaking I knew I had heard before. The way he spoke, the way he held himself reminded me of Syrinity. “You hold a Relic in your hands. How did you come by this weapon, Mortal?”

      Now I definitely knew who he was. Syrinity had told me of the Knights of the Way going insane from their prolonged unnatural life. Thanks to the chalice, these knights would be able to live forever. Dying, only to come back again, and repeating the process until they were driven mad. Once they were no longer able to perform their duties, they were hurled into the gate along with the alien creatures. Or maybe I remembered that wrong. Maybe they threw themselves into the gate.

      I kept my mouth shut for the time being, still processing who this man must be. If he was who I thought he was, he wasn’t just a wild card; he would be impossible to put down for good. If there was a way to kill those who drank from the chalice, I wasn’t aware of it.

      “I can sense the weapon’s power,” the man said, eyeing the sword I still held over my head. “It calls to me. It is one with the chalice that I was sworn to protect. I will have it.”

      The guy actually extended his hand, palm open, as if I were just going to give it to him.

      “You’re a knight,” I said, gripping the hilt of the weapon tighter. “You’re a Knight of the Way.”

      “Bah, I was a Knight of the Way before they banished me like a used-up vessel of mead,” the man spat. “That’s what the Knights of the Way do, Mortal. They use and use and use until there’s nothing left. They drain you of everything you hold precious, of life itself until life is meaningless.”

      I could see the anger, no, the insanity in his eyes. The blue glow the sword gave off was enough to see the shifting of his pupils as he planned his next move.

      I wasn’t afraid of him. Actually, it was the exact opposite. The sword in my hands whispered power to me. It taunted me with the urge to see how immortal this knight really was. I mean, how immortal could he be without a head?

      It was that very feeling that made me pause.

      “I’m not sure who you are, what happened to you, or how you can talk to this sand worm,” I answered him. “I’m just looking for a way out of here.”

      “Of course you are,” the man said, narrowing his eyes. “You want no quarrel but you have one. I am so much more than you know, Mortal. I am the sand singer, the eternal one, uniter of the Warlords. You will give me your weapon.”

      The giant sand worm to my right shifted its bulk toward me. It let out a long sigh through its mouth.

      “You landed here with the sand worm when the gate broke?” I asked, pretty sure I already knew the answer. “You convinced the villagers above you’re some kind of god, didn’t you?”

      “I can take it a step further,” Al said from her sphere on my vambrace. “This nut job is a few sandwiches short of a picnic. I bet he tamed the sand worm in the gate. Once he arrived here, he started growing his army. An army of sand worms and a militia constructed of the local inhabitants.”

      The man looked from my sword to the sphere in my vambrace that glowed with a golden hue when Al spoke.

      “There is more to you than meets the eye, it seems,” he said, looking me up and down. “I would have your name before I take the sword and the talking sphere from you, Mortal.”

      “Well, if it gets you to stop calling me ‘Mortal,’” I answered. “My name is Daniel Hunt. What’s yours?”

      “I am your Omega, your end, and that is what you should call me,” Omega said, clenching both hands into fists. “You should know there can be no victory for you here.”

      “Victory is not what I seek,” I said, lowering my stance and bringing the sword in close. “Now get out of my way.”

      “Oh, good one,” Al whispered from her place on my arm. “This is so tense. The anticipation is killing me.”

      I saw the hand motion at the same time I felt the Earth rumble beneath my feet. The sand worm lunged at me from my right.

      I anticipated this, rolling to my left and out of the way. The ground shook as the worm wiggled out of the path of crushing the many eggs that sat in clumps around the cavern.

      Dust and rock were thrown into the air, only to come raining down a moment later. I ran to the far side of the cave, putting my plan into action. I had decided on the trap even before meeting Omega. As soon as I saw the stalactites hanging from the ceiling, I knew how I would defeat the sand worm.

      Sword in my left hand, I drew my MK II with my right.

      I spun, firing rounds into the cavern ceiling and the stalactites over the sand worm. None of the stalactites on their own would be enough to bring down the beast, but a few well-placed ones would do the job.

      BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

      The sound of my weapon ricocheting off the walls filled the room with thunder.

      Just as I hoped, a shower of stalactites were loosened and came raining down on the giant sand worm. The creature, having recovered from missing on its initial attack, rerouted and charged me again.

      I backed up among the eggs where a slight rise naturally came up from the rock, all the while firing into the ceiling.

      The sharp stones came down on the sand worm with a vengeance. The hard rocks penetrated the worm’s thin layer of skin. Grayish-green fluids seeped from horrific wounds inflicted on the beast.

      The monster from another world screamed in a mixture of pain laced with rage. It came for me again, slower this time as the massive stalactites hanging from the ceiling descended on the beast with impunity.

      I lifted my MK II at the ceiling again, understanding what needed to be done but not liking it. If this immortal Knight of the Way had somehow manipulated the creature, then it was just being used and maybe didn’t want to kill me at all.

      I stared down the mass of teeth lunging toward me.

      It’s the worm or you, I thought to myself. Take no joy in it. It just has to be done.
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      I unloaded on the cavern, not only sending the stalactites crashing down on the sand worm, but a portion of the cavern’s ceiling falling inward as well. Dust and sand exploded into the air. I coughed, retreating as far back into the cavern as I could.

      “Nice,” Al said. I could practically hear the roll of her eyes in her voice. “Why don’t you just bury us alive while you’re at it.”

      I didn’t have the breath to answer.

      Dirt filled my nose and mouth. I lifted my right arm, burying my face in the crook of my elbow. Deep hacking coughs came from my lungs as I fought to see the aftermath of the attack.

      The one good thing about caving in half the ceiling was that moon and star light penetrated the darkness now along with my sword. The worm shuddered, its immense bulk only half covered by the earth and rock. Multiple stalactites had punctured its body. One incredibly large stalactite the size of the T-bird drove itself through the worm’s head.

      At least I guessed it was where its head would have been. The area was close enough to the front of its body and the teeth opening it called a mouth.

      A final tremor ran through the worm’s body and it was still.

      “Kill and maim wherever you go,” Omega’s voice came from somewhere behind the sand worm. “This is why you mortals are not fit to rule yourselves. You never were.”

      Omega’s form walked through the settling dust in the air. The moonlight reflected off his armor as he rounded the sand worm to my right.

      “But your god is here now,” Omega continued. “Your god is here to shepherd the flock. I have returned.”

      “I’m pretty sure you’re not a god,” I told the knight. “And I’m even more sure that a benevolent god doesn’t use giant sand worms to kill people.”

      “Oh, good point,” Al said from my vambrace. “But I’m not sure there’s reason to talk with this one. He’s too far gone.”

      Omega nodded in my direction, step by step coming closer.

      “You could be a general in my army,” Omega offered. “I see the warrior spirit alive and well in you, Mortal. There is a place for you among the rest.”

      There was no way I was going to join him, but the way he spoke about an army piqued my interest. Plus, it seemed like he wanted to talk. These types usually liked to hear the sound of their own voice.

      “An army?” I asked.

      “Yes.” Omega’s eyes brightened. “The sand worms were only one aspect of my forces. The lesser immortals also caught in the gate are answering the call, the villagers above us have recognized me as their god. And there are more. Come now. Bend your knee to your better and fall in line.”

      Omega had the lower ground. I stood on a rise just above him.  Sword in my left hand and MK II in my right, I leveled the hand cannon at Omega.

      “That’s the problem with your type,” I said, squeezing the trigger over and over again. “Someone always has to lower themselves in your eyes to feed your complex.”

      At this range, it was hard to miss Omega. I pumped him with two rounds of tungsten steel rods before they ran out then switched to incendiary rounds for good measure.

      I aimed at the parts of his body not covered by his armor that included his chest and torso.

      Fire erupted over his body. Omega rocked from side to side, even taking a step back and threatening to fall over due to the impact.

      I lowered the barrel of my smoking weapon to see what damage the rounds had done. If there was any doubt that Omega was once a Knight of the Way like Syrinity, they were cleared now. He had drunk from the Relic that granted eternal life, that was for sure.

      Omega’s body burned with fire from the inside out. Still on fire, he looked at me with a smile.

      “You see? You see this, Mortal?” he asked. “How can you deny that I am your god?”

      I really wasn’t interested in holding a conversation with him at the moment. I let my actions do my talking for me. I lifted my MK II again, committing to pump every round into him, including the explosive rounds and, for the heck of it, the tranquilizing rounds as well. Who knows? Maybe if I couldn’t kill him, I could still put him to sleep.

      Omega had other plans. Apparently, he was tired of playing human target.

      As I lifted the weapon at him again, he rushed forward, zigzagging to my position faster than I thought possible.

      I still hit him with a round to the head. I could see a portion of his skull blow off and caught a glimpse of his brain underneath.

      Still on fire, Omega reached me, grabbing the MK II in his left hand and forcing the barrel of the weapon skyward. He was at least as strong as I was, maybe even stronger.

      I brought the sword in my left hand down on him, but he caught my hand by the wrist. He was resilient, but I refused to believe he was more resilient than me.

      I could feel the heat from his still burning body press against my face. Omega and I stood deadlocked in struggle.

      “Is this all you are?” Omega snarled.

      The smell of burnt flesh and hair choked back any answer I might have formed.

      “You and your kind are pathetic,” Omega growled. “All those years I served the Relic when I should have just taken it as my own.”

      Omega shoved the crown of his head forward, smashing it into my forehead. Pain exploded behind my eyeballs. I conceded the MK II in my right hand. It was clear that weapon wasn’t going to do me any good. It might slow him down at best, but I needed something to end him.

      Omega fought to catch his balance for a split second. We had been struggling for both weapons. When I conceded the MK II to him, it caught him off guard.

      I moved both hands to the hilt of the sword and ripped it free from his grip.

      I brought the weapon down on the crown of his head. Omega caught the blade of the weapon in his hands. Blood spurted forward from his palms, soaking the weapon’s thirst for battle.

      Omega wrapped both hands around the blade as if he felt no pain. I grunted, driving the weapon farther down on top of his head.

      “Do you believe me now?” Omega asked through clenched teeth. “Do you understand what I am?”

      I was in full control of the sword now. All I wanted to do was use the weapon. I wanted to give in to its call for power and set it against my enemy with rage.

      Omega shoved the blade to his right then lifted both his hands into the air.

      “Try then,” Omega roared like the madman he was. “Try and kill your god if you must do so, to know what I am. Give in to your hate, Mortal, and know your time is at an end.”

      It wasn’t like I was going to refuse the offer. When someone gave you a gift, you just said thank you and accepted it.

      Without hesitation, I brought the sword back and drove it into the center of his chest. The incendiary rounds had done a number on his torso. Strings of charred meat hung from bone. I even thought I saw a few organs in there.

      I rammed the sword deep into his chest and twisted.

      Omega’s eyes went wide. For the first time, he sank to his knees. I ripped the weapon from his chest, breathing hard.

      I took a step back, examining my grisly work. Omega sat on his heels. He fell forward onto all fours a moment later.

      “Are you dead yet?” I asked my smoking enemy. If the sword didn’t kill him or at least wound him, I didn’t know what would. I tried to remember back to Syrinity. I had seen her fall and come back. The biggest difference here was Omega hadn’t even died yet.

      “I told you.” Omega pushed himself back on his knees. “ A god cannot—”

      I don’t know if it was me or the sword or a combination of both. I swung the sword, aiming for Omega’s neck. This time, Omega didn’t catch the blade. I severed his head from his body. It rolled across the cavern.

      Omega’s headless corpse limped forward.

      “I know—I know,” I said for him. “A god can’t die.”

      “Oh, that was brutal,” Al said from my vambrace. “Now whether he stays down or not is another story.”

      I took a moment, examining his head and his corpse.

      “We burn it,” I decided. “We burn it just to be sure.”

      I went to work piling the head on top of the body and firing the last of my incendiary rounds into the two pieces of meat.

      “This is disgusting,” Al said as I watched the mound of flesh burn. “I can’t even smell and I feel like I can smell the charred flesh. By the way, I’ve been in contact with Preacher and Zoe during this fiasco. I told them we were fine. Preacher is piloting the T-bird and picking them up now. I’ll have him come here next.”

      “I was wondering why I wasn’t hearing Zoe or Sergeant Toy over the comms,” I said, watching Omega’s body burn. “Thanks for handling all of that.”

      “Of course,” Al said. “You seemed to have your hands full at the moment, what with the sand worm and immortal Knight of the Way. It was the least I could do.”

      I watched the flames lick at the body. The fire danced in my eyes. I had no idea what time it was, but I didn’t feel an ounce of fatigue. I was ready to go again. Power filled me from the tips of my toes to the top of my head. I felt the urge to do something.

      I turned my attention to the few sand worm eggs that were still intact around me. Between the cavern collapsing and the body of the worm falling, most of them were destroyed.

      “We should hack up the rest of the eggs,” I said, eyeing Omega’s burning body again. “Maybe we should cut up Omega’s body just to be sure.”

      “Daniel.” Al’s voice tore me from these thoughts. “Daniel. Let go of the sword.”

      “What?” I asked, confused. “Why would I do that? This is the only reason we’re alive. You saw it; the MK II didn’t stop him. You saw how strong and fast he was. We need it.”

      “He’s dead,” Al reminded me. “You don’t need it now. The others will be here soon. They don’t need to see it.”

      “You’re just an AI,” I spat. “You don’t know what I need. You don’t know what it’s like. We need this power to even the playing field. You just want it for yourself.”

      “Daniel,” Al said quietly. “Listen to what you’re saying. Why would I want it? How would I even use it? Let it go, Daniel, just let it go for a moment and see how you feel.”

      My chest heaved with the anger I felt. I looked down at the weapon glowing in my hand, loving and hating it at once.

      I dropped it.

      The sword clattered to the ground, echoing in the still of the chamber.

      Thrusters overhead signaled Preacher and the rest of the Galactic Government unit were en route.

      “Al—” I stammered, trying to recover from the drain and fatigue my body felt as soon as I released the weapon. “Al, I don’t—I’m sorry.”

      “I’ll degrade you later,” Al said in a strangely kind tone. “Right now, hide the weapon. The others don’t need to see it.”
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      Once Preacher arrived with the T-bird and the wounded Shadow Praetorians, it was business as usual.

      Sergeant Toy’s Titans had taken heavy casualties from the sand worm’s initial attack. Four Shadow Praetorians were KIA with nearly everyone wounded to one extent or another. Doc patched the unit together as best he could. Shadow Praetorians were too tough to sit out with bruised ribs or a dislocated arm. They limped onward, using slings and skin packs to patch themselves together.

      I couldn’t find the first crate I used to conceal the sword. For the time being, I shifted a large rock and placed the weapon underneath.

      The hole in the ceiling was large enough to get the T-bird inside. I explained to Preacher, Zoe, and Sergeant Toy what happened since I left them in the adjoining cave. I told them everything minus the parts about the Relic. As much as I trusted them, I didn’t trust the GG knowing that we had two of the remaining Relics, and what’s more, exactly what they did.

      “You’re crazy, you know that, right?” Sergeant Toy asked me. “Like certifiably, loose in the head. The way you goaded that sand worm to chase you away from us. No one in their right mind would do that.”

      “That would check out,” I answered. “I don’t get accused of being sane often.”

      Sergeant Toy just looked at me through his helmet visor, shaking his head.

      I knew him well enough now to know this was his way of saying thank you. Thank you for leading the killer monster sand worm away from his unit and sparing more lives.

      “We should do what needs doing and get out of here ASAP,” Zoe suggested. “I don’t like it, none of it. We secure one egg and burn the rest. Our mission here is finished. We’ve sacrificed enough in the process.”

      “Understood,” Sergeant Toy acknowledged, doling out orders. It was decided Dion would go back in the T-bird with Creeves piloting the ship to then bring the larger Galactic Government dropship back. The trip should take minutes.

      Zoe searched the cavern, making sure as much of the worm, eggs, and scene was documented as possible for the Galactic Government science division to dissect later.

      I jerked my head to the side for Preacher to follow. The older mercenary caught my drift and walked with me to the right side of the chamber where I buried the sword.

      “I used the sword to kill him,” I said quietly to Preacher as we watched the Galactic Government Shadow Praetorians go about their routine. “He was one of the Knights of the Way. He drank from the Relic just like Syrinity did. He was immortal until he ran into the sword.”

      Preacher nodded slowly, scratching the underside of his beard as he did so.

      “Where’s the sword now?” he asked.

      “Behind us under this rock,” I answered, gently tapping it with the side of my boot when I was sure no one was looking. “You think we have another crate in the T-bird that will work to get the sword out of here unseen?”

      “I can rig something.” Preacher nodded. Instead of leaving, he eyed me skeptically. “You okay? I mean, I know you just battled a giant worm and an insane immortal, but you’re not looking so good.”

      “Don’t feel so good,” I admitted, blinking eyelids that felt as if there were weights attached to them. “It’s just been a lot on my body, with the sword and all.”

      I shook my head, breaking eye contact with my mentor as I searched for the words.

      “I don’t think we should use it again,” I expressed, biting out every single syllable. “It’s not safe. Not for me, not for anyone.”

      We stood there, both chewing on my words. In a fight against giant alien creatures, immortal knights, and whatever alien threat was going on in Australia, we needed every edge we could get. But where did one draw the line? Was anything allowed if we used it against our enemy?

      “Let’s get you back and a few hours of sleep under your belt,” Preacher agreed. “If the sword isn’t what we think it is, then we’ll make sure no one uses it. We’ll find a way forward without its help.”

      I didn’t know what a weight that conversation carried on my shoulders until it was over. Instantly, I felt relief. Preacher understood. He was with me. So was Al, even if she didn’t want to admit it.

      Preacher trotted off toward the sounds of the returning T-bird to retrieve a case capable of concealing the sword.

      I watched, guarding the hidden sword from anyone who might unknowingly stray too close.

      “Thanks for that back there, by the way,” I said to Al. “I know it’s not exactly in your nature to care.”

      “Well, you know,” Al said uncomfortably as if receiving thanks made her feel awkward. “I’ve guarded the sword so long, it would be a shame to see it in the hands of a soft-minded human that’s going to let its call for power control him.”

      “Always find a way to work in an insult.” I sighed. “Maybe I should just start insulting you back.”

      “Please,” Al huffed. “You trying to insult me would be like an insect trying to spar with a learned philosopher of interdimensional physics.”

      “I don’t know,” I said with a shrug. “I think I could work in some pretty imaginative insults. I just don’t want to hurt your feelings.”

      “If you are attempting to tempt me into some kind of mental sparring match, you are out of your element,” Al said with finality in her tone. “I will not participate in your human nonsensical games.”

      “No, no please don’t,” I answered. “Like I said, I wouldn’t want to hurt your feelings anyway. It’s better we don’t go down this road. I was thinking of calling you some pretty messed-up stuff.”

      The silence between us lengthened for a moment. I almost thought I hadn’t baited the trap enough, when Al broke the silence.

      “Fine, fine, okay, I want to hear it,” Al said. “I want to hear what insult your puny brain came up with so I can mock you and your species further.”

      “Is Al insulting all of humanity again?” Preacher asked, returning with a square case he cleaned out. “This should work.”

      “Isn’t she always?” I noted, accepting the case then turning to retrieve the sword while Preacher put his back to me and acted as lookout.

      “What we should really be doing right now is talking about how to protect the village,” Preacher advised. “If the GG are about to pull out, that leaves us with a hefty fight on our hands.”

      I shoved the rock to the side that concealed the shining blade. With one quick motion, I lifted the weapon and placed it in the crate. The act couldn’t have taken more than a few seconds. Still, that brief contact with the sword was enough to plant a desire in my heart to hold it a moment longer.

      “The T-bird will even the odds with the surrounding Warlords,” I contended instead of dwelling on the sword any longer. “They won’t have air support. We can thin them out before they reach our lines.”

      I was going to say more, when Butch’s barks tore through the relative calm in the cavern. The big wolf came to make sure I was okay when Preacher first arrived but then moved on to sniff around the cavern.

      Right now, her throaty barks filled the cavern as if an entire pack of wolves were present.

      I recognized the howl. It was one she made when we were in danger. I had heard it enough times by now to be certain.

      Butch stood rigid, staring at the smoking pile of flesh that was left of Omega.

      The hackles on Butch’s back, where her vest permitted, rose on end. She barked again, snarling at the pile of wrecked body as if it were alive and well.

      “It’s okay,” I said, going over to her. “He’s dead. He’s not coming back from that. There’s not enough of him to be able to piece back together.”

      Butch wasn’t having any of my explanation. She barked again, lowering down to the floor as if she were preparing to tackle the pile of crispy flesh and metal armor.

      Zoe and the rest of the Praetorians stopped what they were doing at the moment to take a look at why Butch was so worked up.

      “There’s nothing there, girl,” I said, getting down to a knee and placing my hand on her back. “He’s dead.”

      The light from the moon and stars shining through the cavern ceiling was enough to brighten our surroundings. The Shadow Praetorians in the cavern used exterior lights mounted in their helmets and weapons to add more illumination.

      Butch’s body was rigid and tense under my hand. I could practically feel her muscles trembling.

      I looked up to the pile of ruined Omega on the raised ground about ten meters in front of me.

      A hand shot through the ground and his remains. I was so stunned, I wasn’t sure what I was seeing at first. A single hand rose, followed by an arm and then two limbs.

      As if someone were digging upward from the remains of the corpse, a man emerged. He was naked. Blood and dirt stained his body. He stood, turning to look at us with a smile on his lips.

      It was Omega.

      “I told you mortals,” Omega roared with hate in every word. “I am a god. And gods do not die!”
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      I wasn’t sure what to do.

      My brain was still coming to grips with what my eyes were telling it was true. Preacher reached my side, drawing his katana. The blade hummed with ill intent as if it were hungry to taste blood.

      Lights from every Shadow Praetorian’s weapons shone on Omega.

      I was out of rounds for my MK II myself. I drew the obsidian axe and blade from my harness and prepared myself for what, I didn’t know.

      “I am your end,” Omega said, lifting his arms high. “I am your end and the beginning of a new era.”

      It was obvious he enjoyed the spotlight. Just as obvious was the fact that his nudity didn’t bother him in the least.

      “Do you believe me now?” Omega said, looking at me. “Do you believe when I told you what I was?”

      “I believe that you’re about to be god of the eunuchs,” I answered, gripping my blades tighter. I was exhausted. The call of the sword and the power it promised shouted in my ear.

      “Stand down,” Zoe ordered Omega as she arrived on my right. “Stand down or you will be fired upon.”

      “Bow before me or I will kill you all.” Omega laughed. It was a sound devoid of any true joy. “I will use your corpses as warnings to others or you may join me and the vast army I am creating in my image.”

      Omega looked at everyone else in the room besides me. I figured he knew I already passed on his offer and wasn’t going back.

      “Last chance,” Zoe warned, aiming down the sight of her barrel. “On your knees!”

      “And for Talok’s sake, cover your shame,” Al added. “No one wants to see that.”

      “We will slaughter the village you claimed as your own.” Omega grinned through blood-stained teeth. “You will know your god tonight.”

      With those words, Omega turned and took off at a sprint. I reared back to throw my axe, but the deranged Knight of the Way jumped off the rise and was gone.

      Preacher, Zoe, and I ran forward to take the ground he just ceded. Omega was fast. He made a beeline for the closest off-shooting tunnel. Zoe took a knee, sighted down her barrel, and fired.

      Her shot hit. She clipped Omega on the right butt cheek. That wasn’t enough to take him down. Omega stumbled for a moment then regained his balance and disappeared into the tunnel.

      “He’s coming for the village,” I said. “We have to get going. We have to get back there and warn them.”

      “What’s worse, he’s seen the T-bird,” Preacher sighed. “There goes our element of surprise.”

      “Okay, so neither of you seemed fazed that a naked crazy man just broke free from the ground like some kind of zombie,” Zoe remarked, looking at the two of us but mostly me. “Explain.”

      “Well, you know,” I started, replacing my axe and knife in their sheaths. I scratched the back of my head. “The world’s a strange place.”

      “Not buying it,” Zoe said, tilting her head to the side. “The truth.”

      “You know these nudists nowadays,” Preacher tried. “Always burying themselves to become one with nature and all.”

      Zoe took off her helmet and blinked at us a few times. Nothing in her face said she was buying what we were selling.

      I felt like a kid who had just gotten in trouble with his older sister.

      “Do you really want to know?” Al asked from my vambrace. “Do you want to be told information that may put you in a precarious spot between what Zoe Valentine would do and what Major Valentine must do?”

      Zoe took a big breath.

      Up until this point, Sergeant Toy and the remainder of the Shadow Praetorians were watching, ready to take orders if Zoe told them to chase Omega down.

      The sounds of the heavy GG dropship reached us at the bottom of the cavern. Dion was back to secure his team and one of the eggs.

      “Stand down,” Zoe ordered. “Get the egg loaded.”

      “You heard her,” Sergeant Toy called, immediately moving his unit into action. “Let’s load up and move out. Our job’s done here.”

      “You,” Zoe said to me as the others moved on to perform their tasks. “Explain. Everything, Daniel. Everything.”

      So I did. A part of me wanted to leave out the Relics, but Zoe had been through enough with me. I knew she would do what she thought was best. I believed she would decide to leave the other Relics alone. I guessed we would have to wait and see.

      I made the tale as short as possible, first telling her about the chalice in the pyramid and then the sword. Zoe took it all in stride. She blinked a few times. I saw a vein in her forehead twitch once or twice.

      When I was done, we just stood there staring at one another.

      “I think she’s in shock,” Al whispered from my vambrace. “You’ve done it now, Hunt.”

      “I’m not in shock,” Zoe objected, lifting an eyebrow. “I see why you didn’t tell the Chancellor about this. It makes everything so much more—complicated.”

      “They already have the book,” Preacher chimed in. “We can’t give them the chalice or the sword. No one should have either one of those weapons.”

      “So the cup gives eternal life and that’s why this Knight of the Way who was guarding it now thinks he’s a god,” Zoe said with a heavy sigh. “And we can’t tell anyone about the sword because it will, what again? Corrupt their souls?”

      “It’s a drug,” I confessed honestly. “We should break that thing and bury it in the deepest, darkest hole we can find. The more one uses it, the worse it gets.”

      “You figure out a way to kill these immortal crazed knights,” Zoe ordered, taking charge like I knew she would. “As far as I’m concerned, this conversation never happened. I agree with you. No one should have these weapons. I’m not even a fan of the GG holding the book. You know they’re trying to open it again.”

      “Of course they are,” I said. “Thank you, Zoe. I didn’t want to have to put you in this position.”

      Zoe gave me a nod and then moved on to aid the rest of the Titan unit in lifting the egg out of the cavern and burning the rest.

      “We should get back to the village if we’re going to save the people there,” Al reminded us. “I don’t think Omega was bluffing. He’s on the warpath. He’s probably rallying the surrounding villages now, reminding them he’s their god a dozen times no doubt.”

      “And he’s seen the T-bird.” Preacher stroked his beard in thought. “He’ll adjust for that, but I’m not sure how much good it’ll do him. I can’t imagine they have any kind of weapons that would take the ship down.”

      “We should get going,” I said, heading for the T-bird as I spoke.

      I caught sight of Zoe and Sergeant Toy as they chained one of the eggs in place. Thrusters from the dropship above beat hot air down on us into the interior of the cavern.

      The egg they chose was one of the largest. Thick dura-plastic bands wrapped around the exterior of the egg. A chain as thick as my forearm pulled it up into the hovering dropship above.

      “Mission success,” I said to the two Galactic Government leaders. As soon as I said it, I regretted the words. “I’m sorry for the men and women you lost. I should have led the sand worm away faster.”

      “If you hadn’t, we might all be dead right now,” Sergeant Toy answered.

      “No one but the sand worm is to blame for this,” Zoe added.

      “So I guess this is it.” I extended a hand to Zoe. “You’ll take the worm to be poked and prodded. Hopefully, next time I see you, it’ll be under better circumstances.”

      Zoe took my hand and shook it firmly. I could see in her eyes everything she wasn’t saying.

      “I’m sorry I can’t help you,” Zoe finally spoke. “I can’t order the Titans into a fight they’re not a part of.”

      “I understand,” I told her. “I wouldn’t ask you to. You’ve done enough. Thank you for the supplies. I hope I’ll see you again soon.”

      Zoe nodded, releasing my hand. She looked like she wanted to say more but held her tongue.

      “Be well,” Sergeant Toy told me, taking my hand next. “And next time we see each other, let’s plan on a drink or two, not hunting down criminals or monsters.”

      “I’d like that,” I said with a grin.

      The dropship overhead lifted the egg inside the large cargo hold then moved to the side to let us pass before picking up the rest of the unit.

      Preacher and Butch were already aboard the T-bird, the former firing up the engines, the latter licking herself.

      “Ready to go, Mijo?” Preacher asked from his seat in the pilot’s chair. “We’ve got a battle to win.”

      My eyes caught sight of the crate the sword rested in, already inside the T-bird. Preacher saw that it was secured up high in one of the overhead cargo areas above the seats in the rear of the ship.

      I pushed thoughts of holding the sword one more time from my mind and sank, more like fell, into the seat next to him. I didn’t realize how tired I was. Actually, I knew exactly how tired I was. I had just pushed it out of my mind for the last few hours.

      When was the last time you slept? I asked myself. What time is it anyway?

      Preacher lifted us into the air and out of the cavern. It was a short trip back to the village.

      “How long before you think Omega rallies the troops?” I asked. “Al, you have anything in that big brain of yours that can give us anywhere near an accurate guess?”

      “Yes, well, if I calculate the speed in which he will be able to reach the village and then mobilize a fighting force to then travel toward the city, that is anticipating that he moves directly to perform these objectives, Omega will have his army at the village in, let’s say, six to eight hours,” Al answered in a rush of words. “It depends how fast he can mobilize his army.”

      “They’ll come quick,” Preacher agreed. “You saw him. He actually thinks he’s a god. Zoe shooting him in the booty just pissed him off more. He’s not going to wait.”

      “And I hate to look a gift horse in the mouth, as it were, but we don’t even have a way to kill him once he comes again.” Al sighed. “Using the sword again for anybody is not a good idea.”

      “First of all, you used that saying incorrectly,” Preacher admonished. “Second, we’ll find a way. We always find a way.”

      I remained quiet, trying to stay awake and force my weary mind to concentrate on the task of killing Omega. He was strong, fast, and immortal as far as I knew. The one person who might be able to help was Syrinity. She was an immortal Knight of the Way herself. She might have helpful information or might even know this knight calling himself Omega.

      Preacher landed the T-bird on the east side of the village away from the direction the attack would be coming.

      He and Butch exited, going to make sure defensive structures were in place and the villagers were prepared as much as they could be.

      “A day,” I muttered. “These people were given a day of training and now they’re expected to fight an army led by a would-be god.”

      “What was that?” Al asked from my vambrace. “Daniel, you need sleep. Or maybe a double shot of nitro caf, or both.”

      “I’m fine,” I lied. “Can you open a channel to Cassie?”

      “Of course,” Al answered.

      “Daniel?” Cassie asked after a short pause. “Daniel, are you okay? What time is it?”

      I looked out the T-bird window as the very first vestiges of light touched the horizon. That was exactly how I felt hearing Cassie’s voice. I was exhausted, cold, and hungry. Her voice felt like warm rays on my soul.

      “I don’t know, early,” I answered. “I’m sorry, it’s just so good to hear your voice.”

      “Daniel, what’s wrong?” Cassie asked. It took her zero time to realize something was off. “Do you need help? Do you need me to come back?”

      Yes and yes, I thought to myself.

      “No, we’re fine,” I lied. “I just want to hear your voice and see how you’re doing.”

      I hated lying to the woman I knew I loved, but she had enough to deal with. Right now, Cassie was on the moon tracking down an Operator that might be able to help her. The Order had inserted a control phrase into her psyche that, when activated, rendered her a mindless robot.

      “We’re fine,” Cassie reassured me. “We’re locating the Operator now. We have a few leads. We’ll find him and be back before you know it.”

      “I hope so,” I said with a long sigh. “I miss you.”

      “I miss you more,” Cassie replied. “Just a few days. I’ll be back in a few days.”

      “I know,” I answered. The truth was I wasn’t sure if I wanted her here, even if she could come. “I can’t wait to see you.”

      “You know I feel the same way,” Cassie said. “I love you, Daniel.”

      The words came so naturally, as if she’d spoken them a dozen times before.

      “I love you too,” I stated without hesitation. The fatigue that bore on my mind with all the weight of a vanduriam sand worm was enough to wear down my defenses. I just said how I felt.

      “Go, promise me you’ll rest now,” Cassie urged. “I can hear the sleep in your voice.”

      “I will,” I said.

      The line closed.

      “Al, can you call Dragon Hold now?” I asked. “I need to talk to Syrinity.”

      Another brief pause.

      “By the Lord of the Way himself.” Syrinity yawned over the line. “What are you doing awake at this hour?”

      “I need your help,” I confessed. “I need to know everything you do about the Knights of the Way who drank from the chalice.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirteen

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      All the tiredness in Syrinity’s voice evaporated like a mist against the rays of a hot sun.

      “Daniel,” Syrinity asked, serious as the barrel of an MK II. “Why would you ask me that?”

      “Oh, you know this is all hypothetical, of course,” I said, leaning forward in my chair rubbing my eyes. “Nothing to worry you about.”

      “Riiiiiiiight,” Syrinity drawled, clearly not believing me. She lowered her voice on her end of the line. “Well then, hypothetically speaking, if you were getting into trouble with some of the Knight of the Way who was freed from the gate, I wouldn’t. They’re dangerous, Daniel, insane even.”

      “Thank you,” I said, catching myself and backtracking. “Or I guess a hypothetical thank you if we were in fact talking about what we aren’t.”

      “You’re starting to confuse me now,” Syrinity answered. “What do you need to know? Just speak plainly.”

      “I ran into a man who claims to be an immortal,” I explained, thinking back on all the information I knew of Omega. “He has to be one of the Knights of Way freed from the gate when it broke.”

      “What did he look like?” Syrinity asked. “Was he tall?”

      “Yes,” I replied. “I didn’t get his real name, but he called himself, Omega. He’s taller than I am with a shaved head and face. He talks like he believes he’s a god incarnate.”

      There was no sound on the other side of the comm.

      “Syrinity, you there?” I asked.

      “I am,” Syrinity answered. “Daniel, this man’s name is Ralph Kurtzman. He was the first to lose his mind after drinking from the chalice. He is dangerous, Daniel. He truly believes he is on the winning side of things. That makes him deadly. He believes he is in the right.”

      “What happened?” I asked, sensing there was so much more Syrinity hadn’t told me. “I need to know if it might be able to help. I need to know exactly who he is and if there’s a way to kill him.”

      “As you know, our fraternal order of knights was tasked with keeping the chalice safe for all time,” Syrinity started. She paused frequently as if the story was not an easy one for her to relate. “We all drank from the chalice. We were granted eternal life to protect the Relic. What we didn’t know was the very thing we swore to protect would drive us insane.”

      “Oh, my vanduriam sand worm,” Al said quietly. “I need a bowl of popcorn. You can’t write this stuff.”

      Both Syrinity and I ignored the AI. I knew she was listening in from the beginning. I didn’t care. Maybe it was for the better if she could use this knowledge to help.

      “Every time we died either protecting the chalice on the island or from an accident traversing the landscape or from the beasts that roamed that place, we came back,” Syrinity continued. “But each time we came back, less of who we were actually made the trip. Knights who had died often were going mad. Ralph Kurtzman was our leader. Driven mad, he presumed himself a god as if he forgot about drinking from the chalice all together or what it could do to any one of us if we died too many times.”

      “How many times did he die?” I asked.

      “Fifteen,” Syrinity shared quietly. “He always led from the front when there was an attack. He was that kind of leader.”

      “Fifteen,” I repeated, unable to fathom the thought. “Did you have to throw him into the gate or did he go willingly?”

      “There were some knights who went into the gate on their own terms,” Syrinity said with a sadness in her voice so deep, I felt it in the pit of my stomach. “He was not one of them. We forced him in. I can still remember it taking four of us to send him into the abyss.”

      “Well, I hate to say it, but I think he’s used the entire time he was in the gate to plan his return. He’s not wasting any time. He controlled the sand worm we were after and already has the local militia believing he’s their god,” I said with a weary sigh. “How do we kill him? Is there a way?”

      “If there is a way, I do not know of one,” Syrinity answered. “I’ve seen knights eviscerated, decapitated, burned, evaporated, and exploded. They have all come back.”

      That wasn’t what I wanted to hear in the slightest. Still, I was grateful for the honesty. I sat in the T-bird, rubbing my burning eyes.

      “Daniel, are you still there?” Syrinity asked.

      “I’m here,” I answered. “Just soaking it all in.”

      “He’ll do whatever he has to, to win,” Syrinity warned. “Do not underestimate him. Especially now that he has had so many hundreds of years in the gate to plan his return. He’ll rally the other immortal knights if he can.”

      “Oh I believe it,” I told her. “He’s already managed to woo one alien monster in the sand worm. I wonder how many others will come when he calls?”

      “Daniel, I know this is all hypothetical, but if you needed extra support—”

      “No,” I blurted so fast, we both knew I was lying. “No, you need to stay with the cup at Dragon Hold. I’m perfectly fine.”

      “You’re a horrible liar.” Syrinity sighed.

      “So I’ve been told,” I agreed. “Thank you for watching things while I’m away.”

      “Nothing will happen here,” Syrinity said. “And if you need me, I will come.”

      “I know you will,” I told her. “Thank you.”

      “And get some rest,” Syrinity added before she closed the channel. “I can hear your weariness in every word.”

      The channel clicked closed.

      “I would have to agree with her,” Al chimed in. “I’ve already cleared it with Preacher and he thinks the same. You need some rest. Even a few hours can make a difference. You’re no good to anyone too tired to stand.”

      “Omega will be here with an army, sooner than we would like,” I answered. “I need to be ready.”

      “And you will be once you rest,” Al insisted. “Preacher’s doling out the weapons and armor and setting the villagers in their positions. I have my scanners up and will inform you as soon as I pick up anything approaching. We have six to eight hours until they arrive. Don’t forget that’s projected off the soonest they could get here. You can sleep for half of those hours.”

      “I’m not going to get anywhere arguing with you, am I?” I asked.

      “No, sleep,” Al answered.

      I went to the rear of the T-bird where four seats lined the back of the ship. Moving the arm rests up from the line of seats to my left, I lay down, using my arm as a pillow.

      It was one of those sleeps that came so quickly, the line between when I was awake to when I was falling asleep was blurred all together. The next thing I knew, I was in a deep comatose-like slumber.

      I swore to the Lord of the Way himself that I had been out for no more than a few minutes when I heard someone calling my name. No, screaming my name.

      “Daniel! Daniel, open the ramp, please! Open the—”

      I pulled myself out of my deep state of sleep. It felt like I was moving in slow motion.

      “Al?” I managed to ask.

      “I don’t know how they snuck up on us,” Al said frantically. “I had my scanners running.”

      “Open the ramp, open the ramp!”

      I recognized Preacher’s voice in the middle of the panic. Sounds of weapons fire and explosions peppered with screams permeated the exterior of the T-bird.

      I hit the button to lower the ramp, grabbing one of the Hyperion Mark Sevens from the crates of weapons above me.

      I looked at the weapon only long enough to make sure there was a fresh charge pack in place and the safety was off. I ran down the ramp to see the village burning.

      Preacher hobbled toward me with a limp Butch in his arms. Villagers were screaming and running in retreat.

      “What happened?” I asked, my heart tearing in half. “What happened?”

      “They came, they came so fast,” Preacher said, dropping to his knees with Butch in his arms. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. She tried to help. She saved me.”

      I ran to Preacher, falling to the sand in front of him. Butch’s face was mostly gone, her fur singed and spattered with blood.

      “Daniel, watch ou—”

      Al never got to finish her warning. Some kind of rocket-propelled grenade exploded behind Preacher, shredding his back and forcing me backward from the concussive blast.

      I lay in the sand, wavering in and out of consciousness.

      I could see Omega approach with a sadistic smile on his face. I tried to get up, but he was already here, pushing me back. I felt a heavy boot on my chest. Every breath was a struggle. I looked up to see warriors slaughtering villagers as they fled. Butch and  Preacher lay dead beside one another.

      “This is where you belong,” Omega sneered, leaning down to pluck Al’s sphere from my vambrace. “This is your place in life.”

      Omega tossed the sphere into the air and lifted a heavy blaster from his side.

      I heard Al yell something as Omega took aim and fired. The sphere shattered into  a dozen different pieces.
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      “No!” I screamed.

      “Daniel, Daniel, wake up. You need to wake up.”

      I sat bolt upright inside the T-bird.  A cold sweat covered my brow as I tried to make sense of what I had seen.

      I rose to my feet, slamming the ramp release, and rushed outside. Nothing was on fire, no screams or explosions.

      “How long have I been out?” I asked Al, trying to piece together fact from fiction. “What time is it?”

      “Easy there, paranoid much?” Al said exasperated. “You slept for six hours. I was just about to wake you. My sensors are working fine; there’s nothing out there for a few kilometers at least.”

      I didn’t have enough saliva in my mouth to spit. I didn’t know I could sweat so much and my mouth be so dry at the same time.

      “Everyone is fine,” Al reassured me. “I even made sure Preacher got to shut his one eye for a bit as I stayed on guard. My scanners are operating as they should. Everything is fine.”

      “I want to see for myself,” I said, reentering the T-bird. I went through the crates grabbing two more drums for my MK II as well as the last Hyperion Mark Seven and a few charge packs.

      Memories of my nightmare caressed my mind, telling me this was yet another dream. Better yet that my nightmare was only a premonition for what was to come.

      I jogged down the ramp toward the village, feeling fatigue settle in. No food for this long meant not only was my body starving for fuel to heal itself, but I felt as though I moved slower.

      I entered the middle of the village on the one main road that led up to the big house on the hill.

      Everything was calm. I had dreamt it all.

      I stood in the middle of the street as my heart rate came down.

      What a way to wake up, I thought to myself. You’re even fighting in your sleep.

      I could see villagers working on the other side of the street past the huts that lined that side of the road. They were preparing defenses as best they could; in terrain like this, that meant trenches.

      “Are you hungry?”

      I heard the words in the native tongue of the village before my translation device Al constructed repeated the words so I could understand. I looked over to my left to see the same small boy I had encountered the previous day.

      Was it just yesterday I had seen him sitting eating outside the doors of the big house while the villagers debated on what to do next?

      So much had happened, I felt like it had to be at least two days ago, but no, that was yesterday morning.

      The child shivered a bit in the morning chill. That didn’t stop him from ladling another spoonful of the white mush into his grinning face. He gestured to me and then the bowl of food.

      “No, you go ahead. I’m not hungry.”

      “There’s more,” the boy coaxed me, lifting his chipped bowel and what passed for a spoon toward me. “There’s more. You eat this and I’ll get more. There’s as much as we want to eat now since you saved us. We need you big and strong for the fight. Here.”

      The boy pressed the bowl into my hands.

      My stomach growled.

      The bowl’s contents looked like some kind of mix between the insides of one of those sand worm egg sacks and grits. I shrugged and shoved it into my mouth anyway. To be honest, it didn’t actually taste like much. It did, however, bring with it a heavy satisfied feeling all the way down to my gut.

      “See, you like it?” the boy asked with a furious nod. “You like it, right?”

      “I do,” I told him. “Thank you.”

      “Stay right here,” the boy said, jumping excitedly into the air. “I’ll get more.”

      He turned and ran up the dirt street to the Big House. I saw his father, Appa, emerge from the house at the same time his son opened the door. The little guy nearly barreled into his father.

      They were too far away for me to make out exact words, but the little boy motioned wildly to me like he was the conductor at some Tech symphony on Mars. The father nodded and the boy disappeared inside the house.

      Appa walked toward me with two cups in his hand. He nodded in my direction as he reached me and extended one of the cups in my direction.

      “Thank you,” I said, looking into the dark fluid. “What is it?”

      “We call it liquid death,” Appa answered. “Drink it, you’ll like it. It’ll give you energy.”

      I understood it wasn’t really called liquid death; that was just the closest the translation tech could get to its real name. I’d drunk worse, that was for sure, and I was thirsty.

      I tilted the cup to my lips and let the cold liquid race down my throat. I wasn’t sure if there was alcohol in it or not, but there was definitely caffeine and some kind of stimulant if not narcotic.

      It tasted like jet fuel and nitro caf had a love child raised by printed sugar. My taste buds puckered. Goosebumps raced down my body, causing me to shiver.

      “Good, right?” Appa asked with a laugh.

      “You keep giving me this stuff and I’ll win the war for you,” I answered, taking another gulp of the liquid death.

      “I’m glad you like it. Tilk is bringing another bowl of Gruppa for you as well.

      “He seems like a good kid,” I commented. “I mean, not that I know much about kids, but he has every reason not to smile less and he just keeps that grin on his face.”

      “He is,” Appa agreed. “He takes after his mother. So kind and generous with a ready smile for everyone.”

      Speaking of the devil, Tilk exited the big house in a run, nearly crashing into a pair of villagers making for the door. It seemed the village had turned the big house previously occupied by the town Warlord into their mess hall.

      Tilk shouted an apology as he made his way down the street with two more bowls of Gruppa in his hands. He extended one to me.

      I wasn’t going to say no.

      “Thanks, Tilk,” I told him, accepting the food and shoveling it into my mouth. “What is Gruppa anyway?”

      “It’s made from the insects we find in the area and what grain or oats we can trade for,” Appa explained. “If we can find any roots or such, we add that in as well.”

      I took a closer look at the white substance in my bowl. If I squinted just right, I thought I could see a bit of an insect wing and a leg.

      I stopped mid-chewing, deciding if I actually cared that much. It didn’t taste horrible and I’d need the fuel for the fight with Omega.

      I shrugged and kept ladling the stuff into my mouth.

      “When I grow up, I’m going to be a fighter guy just like you,” Tilk expressed, looking up at me with admiration in his eyes. “Just like you.”

      “When you grow up?” I asked around a mouthful of food. “What are you? Like thirty?”

      “Thirty?” Tilk laughed. “No, I am five.”

      “Well, you be careful what you wish for,” I told Tilk, finishing my Gruppa and handing the kid back the empty bowl. “You enjoy your new freedom and what you have now. The rest will come. Time is always marching forward. You don’t need to race to meet it.”

      I drained the rest of my liquid death. Tilk reached for my empty cup eagerly as if he were honored to help.

      “Come,” Appa said, motioning for me to follow. “I will show you what we’ve done.”

      I trailed the man as Tilk took off back up the street to the Big House with the used bowls, cup, and utensils.

      We walked past the row of houses on that side of the street, to where Preacher led about twenty villagers in digging a wide trench. I recognized the barrier as soon as I saw it.

      A trench, a meter deep and at least two wide, cut across the east side of the village. The sand and dirt was relocated a good ten meters back towards the village. A short earthen wall was made from the earth right in front of the first line of village huts. The relocated dirt made enough cover to crouch or lie behind.

      Preacher worked along with them. The older man removed his shirt as he labored. He toiled, tirelessly shoveling sand out of the trench. Another villager would then take the dirt and carry it back toward the village and their earthen barricade that formed a short wall.

      I joined Preacher, setting down my Hyperion Mark Seven and lifting a pick instead. Preacher nodded and we worked side by side in silence.

      There was something simple and slow about the labor, nothing easy but a feeling of calm when it came to working with the earth. Don’t get me wrong, I didn’t enjoy it, but it beat being shot at.

      “This will stop any vehicles they have.” Preacher spat to the side. “Al has the north and south perimeter trapped with trenches like this that are camouflaged. I tapped the GG dropship for a few gallons of fuel. We’ll light it up if they try and flank us.”

      “I have to admit,” Al said, speaking for the first time from my vambrace since I had woken from my nightmare. “That move impressed me. I didn’t think the Cyclops had it in him to steal.”

      “Steal?” Preacher feigned indignation. “Who said anything about stealing? I borrowed a few gallons, that’s it. I’ll give it back.”

      “I’m calling back my holo projectors to recharge in the vambrace now,” Al said. “I suspect when the fighting starts, I’ll be wanted in the T-bird. But I may also need to travel to a different section of the village.”

      “Agreed,” I answered.

      Al wasted no time as her two small hovering projectors that gave her physical form zipped through the air to me and reconnected with the vambrace on my left arm.

      Al’s larger sphere, the one that housed the AI consciousness, always rested in a groove at the bottom of the vambrace. The two holo projectors sat, one in the middle and one on top of the piece of armor. Al’s sphere charged the holo projectors for future use.

      “I dispersed the weapons and armor as best as I could,” Preacher said, picking up where he left off. “Pretty much everyone has something to defend themselves with between our own stores, the weapons here from the dead Warlord, and the cache from the GG. What we’re lacking now is armor for everyone. There wasn’t enough to go around.”

      “There will be,” Al said from her glowing golden sphere. “Once the fighting begins, there will be.”

      Her voice was cold and true.

      I looked up to see the villagers working diligently to protect their village. Not just their village but their freedom. The freedom they were only beginning to understand.

      “They can take the armor off their dead, but let’s plan on taking the armor off the enemy dead as much as possible,” Preacher answered.

      “We have to break their will,” I said out loud, thinking about what Syrinity told me of Omega. “We have to break their will to fight. They’re following Omega because they think he’s a god. We have to show them that he isn’t.”

      “We’ll make them pay for every stride toward the village,” Preacher vowed. “We’ll make them pay in blood and bodies.”

      I nodded along with his words.

      “When it starts, I’ll take the front here,” I announced without any room for argument in my voice. “Al will be in the T-bird and her holo form on the south perimeter. Preacher, I need you and Butch on the north side to also act as our backup.”

      I saw the muscle in Preacher’s jaw tighten. He wasn’t dumb. He knew I was protecting him by putting him on the north flank. The honest truth was I thought Preacher was just as deadly as I was. But he didn’t heal like me, not anymore.

      “If anything goes sideways here, I’m coming to help,” Preacher said in just as matter-of-fact a tone. “I’m not going to sit this one out on the north flank if there’s no attack coming from that direction.”

      “Understood,” I replied, expecting this much from the warrior. He’d wait and stay to see if there was a need to defend the north flank, but if there wasn’t, he’d leave a group there just in case and come to help me.

      That was fine. By that time, I was hoping most of the fight would already be over.

      The villagers worked around us and toiled away in silence. Not that they were defeated or tired; apparently, this was just the way they worked.

      “Hey, Al,” I asked, lifting the pick over my head to bring it down once more. “How about some of that crazy retro Earth music you’re so fond of.”

      “Oh, don’t tempt me with a good time, you little human minx,” Al snickered. “I’ve been waiting for an excuse to play some Papa Roach and Skillit.”

      A few seconds later, my vambrace blared with the ancient sounds of instruments so different from the techno synthesized music of today. It caught all the villagers off guard.

      I had no idea if they had even heard music before, much less this kind of ancient Earth music. A moment later, smiles spread across their faces. Most nodded with the rhythm as they bent their bodies back to work.

      One song bled into another as we toiled away to protect their lives and freedom. Much too soon, Al cut the music.

      I already knew why she would do that, but I stopped to listen to her explanation anyway.

      “We have contact from the east,” Al said. “A large group. If they maintain current speed, you’ll have fifteen minutes before they arrive.”

      “So it begins,” Preacher said, tossing his shovel to the ground. “Let’s make them pay.”
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      When we gave them the warning, the villagers moved into a state of perpetual motion. Yes, fear was in the air, but Al and Preacher had instructed them on what to do when the time came.

      Shovels and picks were exchanged for Hyperion Mark Sevens and the old Earth weapons inherited from the dead slavers of the city. Body armor and helmets were put on and units were dispersed to the north and south ends of the city to protect the flanks.

      I gave up my own Hyperion Mark Seven to someone who needed it more. I’d make do with my MK II and the axe and knife on my belt.

      Younger children led yet younger children away from the city and to the west, where they were instructed to hide. I knew the older kids leading the younger away had to be in their early teens; they still looked like babies to me.

      Babies caring for babies, I thought as I watched them go.

      Tilk was among them. He made sure he turned and caught my eye with a wave and a smile. Despite it all, the kid was still smiling.

      “Kids are resilient,” Preacher said as he moved to stand beside me checking his body armor vest. “They’ll be fine. We do our jobs and they’ll be fine. We’ll give them a home and a life to come back to.”

      “And not just them,” Al said from my vambrace. “Once we annihilate this regime, the freed slaves here can go to the other villages and free the slaves there too.”

      “Careful, Al,” I told her. “You sound like you care.”

      “Oh no, not me,” Al huffed. “I just can’t wait to get the T-bird in the air and FINALLY blow some crip up. Are you kidding me? I’ve been trying to blow something up since I met you.”

      “Ain’t that the truth,” Preacher said with a grin.

      Butch trotted up to us and barked.

      “Oh, hush, you,” Al said to the big wolf. “You don’t even have opposable thumbs. I will not be judged by someone who licks her privates in public.”

      Butch growled.

      “How rude,” Al said with a sharp inhale. “Are you always so vulgar before a fight?”

      Before the two could continue to argue, I took a knee in front of Butch and looked into her yellow eyes.

      “I need you to hold the north flank with Preacher,” I told her, gripping her head in both my hands. “I’ll call you if I need help. Or if they don’t flank, you make your way to the front with me.”

      Butch huffed, then I swore she rolled her eyes at me.

      “I know,” Preacher told her. “I feel the same way, girl, but he has a point. If Omega does flank, we’ll need to press him back. If he doesn’t, we’ll get into the fight. I have no intention of sitting this one out.”

      Butch whined then licked my face before trotting over to Preacher.

      “Spiritus non possunt occidere nostri.” Preacher repeated the old Pack Protocol mantra from back when we were the mercenary unit controlled by Immortal Corp. He extended a closed fist.

      “Can’t kill our spirit.” I repeated the words, rapping his knuckles with my own.

      Butch let out a long, haunting howl that reverberated through my chest.

      “Is this some kind of pre-fight tradition or something?” Al asked. “Let’s go kill some mother crippers already. I’ll need my sphere to be placed in the T-bird to operate the craft. I’ll use my holo projectors to maintain the southern flank.”

      “I’ll drop you off on my way,” Preacher said as I handed him Al’s golden sphere.

      Likewise, the pair of smaller floating orbs acting as Al’s holo projectors disconnected from my vambrace then headed to the southern flank.

      I turned my back on my friends, taking in a large breath and focusing on what had to be done next. There were forty fighters placed on the front lines with me. The rest were guarding our flanks and could be called up if we needed them.

      The villagers were fathers and mothers, grandfathers and grandmothers, not soldiers. They had a day of training. One day was nothing to ask them to put themselves in this position. If they were going to hold their ground effectively, they needed to be led.

      I would do everything I could to inspire them, but words would mean more from one of their own. I reached the front line, where a short earth barrier had been created using the sand and dirt from the trench out in front of us.

      Villagers hunkered down as best they could. Some closed their eyes and mumbled prayers. Others talked nervously with their counterparts.

      “We should be able to see them in five minutes,” Al said into my comms. “I’ll get the T-bird in the air.”

      “Roger, don’t fire until I give the order,” I reminded the trigger-happy AI. “Omega saw the T-bird. I wouldn’t be surprised if he has a trick or two up his sleeve.”

      “Yes, Dad, I know, Dad,” Al said in a monotone voice. “Geesh, what’s with you humans?”

      I didn’t think she really wanted an answer, so I didn’t give her one. Besides, I had forty recently freed slaves whose will to fight was in question.

      I studied the faces, not looking away when they glanced in my direction. Most of them were too old or young to fight; all of them were underfed and undertrained. My eyes landed on Ensif.

      The young man was one of the defiant ones. He had been the first to call out his people, afraid they would suffer retaliation from the other Warlords. He was right. Yet still, he was here. He decided to stand with his village and give his last.

      He glared at me, clutching his Artemis 3000 as if he wanted to use it on me and not the enemy, or maybe I was one in the same in his eyes. The long-range weapon no doubt came from the supplies left behind by the Shadow Praetorians.

      “We’re in this together now, brother,” I told him as I made my way down the line. “Whether you like it or not, we’ve got to have each other’s backs. We’re all we’ve got.”

      Ensif swallowed hard. For a second, I thought he was just going to stonewall me. Instead, I received a nod of respect.

      I understood maybe even better than he did where his hate for me stemmed. He was afraid. He was afraid what would happen to him if we went down this road. They all were. Even in the face of fear, they decided to answer the call of freedom, and that was courage in my eyes.

      Even Ensif, who probably hated my guts. He was still courageous for being here.

      “I’m about to get up and talk to your people,” I told him. “The enemy is minutes out. I’m going to talk to your people, Ensif. Not mine; your people. I’m ready to die and bleed for them. I’m going to talk to them to give them hope for a brighter tomorrow.”

      I paused here to let my words sink in. I didn’t know Ensif well enough to tell if I was getting through to him or not.

      “When I’m done doing all I can to give them hope, it would mean a lot to them to hear from one of their own whom they trust and respect,” I said, shrugging in my body armor. “Words can light a fire in them that will last a lifetime.”

      I didn’t look at him when I said this last part. Instead, I jumped over the barrier in front of me and walked up and down the line of defenders.

      I made sure I made eye contact with as many of them as I could. What I wouldn’t have given in that moment for a few more trained soldiers. The Shadow Praetorians, even Cassie and X, would be able to turn the tide of battle. Each of them would be worth a dozen Warlord militia.

      No, this is what you have. I pulled myself back from that thought process. This will be enough. This has to be enough.

      “Most of you know me,” I began, feeling a hard lump in my throat as I roared the words up and down the line. “For those of you who don’t, my name is Daniel Hunt. I’ve done a lot of things in my life that I’m not proud of, but this—standing here with you today—this is not one of them.”

      Tears came to my eyes and fell down my cheeks. Images of the many acts of violence and anger that plagued my past crashed into my mind. I cleared my throat and spat on the hard ground next to me. I refused to let my voice carry the same sorrow as my eyes.

      “This is the right thing to do,” I continued. “Every day, we fight a battle to make the right decisions. Some days, those decisions weigh heavier on our future than the others. Today, we make the decision to stand against a tyrant. Today, we show them how wrong they are to come against free men and women. I stand with you. Do you stand with me?”

      I heard the very worst thing.

      Silence.

      Then a shout from someone down the line; it was Ensif.

      Others took up the war cry now! There was no uniformity in it or cadence to the shouts. Still others joined in from the flanks of the village. I could imagine Preacher and Al—okay, maybe not Al, but for sure Preacher yelling and encouraging his unit to join in.

      Butch’s piercing howl joined into the fray.

      I looked over at Ensif, who rose to his feet and joined me at the front of his people.

      I recognized a few surprised looks as the man who'd argued against us fighting in the first place, joined me now.

      The roars died down.

      “I was not for fighting at first,” Ensif shouted. Unlike me, he just stood in one place and spoke instead of walking up and down the line. “But I was wrong. In a short time, I’ve seen my brothers and sisters come alive with power. Power that we now possess as free people. Power to learn to defend ourselves, to learn how to fight and even power over our food to eat our fill. I will not give those freedoms back so quickly. If they want to chain me again, then they will chain my dead body after I kill a mountain of their own. I will not go quietly!”

      I had to take a half step back as another wave of roars came from the defenders. I wasn’t sure if this was the same Ensif or not. He pumped his hand, holding his rifle above his head in sheer exhilaration of the moment.

      He looked over at me as we both headed back for our lines.

      “Nice,” I told him.

      Ensif jerked his chin down.

      “Here they come,” Al said into my earpiece. “I hope that little speech of yours worked. We’re all going to need it.”
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      I saw the dust clouds kicked up by their vehicles first. Apparently, any kind of vehicle here was rare enough to get excited chatter from the villagers around me. Three of them lumbered forward with a militia of armed soldiers. The vehicles were militarized pre-Fall of Earth rust buckets cobbled together from various sections of other cars and trucks.

      I lifted a hand to shield my eyes against the morning sun. The heat from the desert was already starting. I craned my neck forward trying to see every detail. Anything that might give us more information on our enemy at this point would be critical.

      There were a lot of them. A hundred and fifty, maybe two hundred fighters. They were men and women dressed in torn shirts, pants, and worn hats. Some of them didn’t even have shoes. Each one carried some kind of automatic weapon.

      The weapons were so old, I wasn’t sure all of them would be able to fire. Then I saw him. In the lead vehicle, some kind of amalgamation of a long truck that had its roof removed.

      Omega stood up with his arms wide as if he were flying or floating forward. I knew better. He was making sure all the people he brainwashed were able to see him fearless.

      He was crazy, there was no doubt in my mind about that, but I had to give it to him; he struck quite the impressive figure.

      Omega wore a white shirt and pants so clean, I wasn’t sure how that was possible with all the dirt and sand around us.

      “Hold your fire,” I told the villagers up and down the line. “No one fires until I give the word.”

      Al appeared next to me out of thin air.

      “Son of a brum, Al,” I exclaimed after jerking to the side. “You have to give me a heads-up when you do that.”

      “Riiiiiiiiight,” Al drawled, giving me the impression she took joy out of my jump scare. “I have the T-bird in the air to the north. Give me the word and I’ll start my strafing runs.”

      I looked over at her golden image projected by the two holo projectors. Al wore her golden robe; her features appeared to be a woman in her forties maybe fifties.

      Al waggled her brows at me. “Soooooo are we ready? Boom time?”

      I looked from her back to the approaching enemy. The vehicles rolled along slowly as if they didn’t have a care in the world. The soldiers moved at a light jog to keep up.

      There was something wrong. My sixth sense was screaming in my ear that I wasn’t seeing the entire picture.

      Omega was crazy, but he wasn’t an idiot. He’d seen the T-bird in the cavern when he came back to life. He wouldn’t march his army out in the open unless he had a plan. I wasn’t going to spring my trap only to fall into his.

      “Hold back,” I instructed her.

      “What?” Al asked, aghast. “Don’t you take this away from me, Daniel Hunt. Don’t you do it. I dream about opportunities like this. Look at them all in a line so perfectly ready for the picking. I just really want to blow something up. I don’t have fingers, not physical fingers, but if I did, my trigger finger would be scratchy right now.”

      “It’s ‘itchy’,” I told her. “Wait, can you scan the group coming in? See if they have any kind of weapons that could take down the T-bird?”

      “I will, but I won’t like it,” Al answered in a huff. “I’d much rather just shove an ion missile right up their—”

      Al stopped herself short in a very unlike Al way.

      “What is it?” I asked her. “What do you see?”

      “Now you’re really not going to let me blow anything up.” Al sighed. Her holographic form stared at the oncoming group a moment longer before she continued. “They have prisoners spread out in the group. Ten, maybe twenty kids.”

      My heart seized in my chest. Not only was our greatest weapon in the T-bird proved useless with this new information, I had no doubt in my mind Omega would kill them if I didn’t do as he said.

      “Stand down!” I shouted up and down the line. “They have kids they’re using as shields. I’m going to go talk to them.”

      “Are you sure that’s smart?” Ensif asked. “Maybe it’s a trap. Maybe he wants you to do that.”

      “It’s definitely a trap,” I answered, vaulting over our earthen barrier for the second time that day. “But right now, that’s the move.”

      I walked with Al beside me to meet our enemy. Omega and his forces waited for me on the opposite side of the trench their vehicles could not pass. As we walked closer, I got to see what Al already had. Kids, the ages of eight to maybe twelve were bound by their hands and pushed forward near the front lines. Tears streaked their little faces. Every one of them looked hungry and worn out from the trek.

      “Ah, there he is,” Omega said, finally lowering his arms to his side. He didn’t bother stepping out of the vehicle. “And who is this? The alien AI, I assume?”

      “You’re really ruining my day,” Al told Omega. “I had certain plans.”

      “I can imagine.” Omega smiled with teeth so white, they matched his outfit. “Are you here to negotiate your surrender?”

      “Who said anything about surrender?” I asked.

      “Well, you wouldn’t want to be the reason these youths meet an early death, would you?” Omega asked as if he really didn’t know the answer. “You give me the sword and the ship, and you’ll be free to go. Likewise, these slaves will live to see another day. That’s the deal.”

      I racked my brain for any other means to end this confrontation. There were too many guns for me to do anything. The kids would be dead before I even crossed the trench between us.

      “While you come to the realization that I’ve won and you’ve lost before this game even started,” Omega said with another smile, “I’ll make my offer again. Join me as an officer in my army. Knights of the Way who were cast aside before are already heralding my call, as are the creatures from the gate, and as you can see, the mortals of this world. Join me and live like a king or die here with them like dogs.”

      As Omega said this last part, his eyes maneuvered to the children bound around him, then at the line of villagers behind me ready to defend their homes with their lives.

      Think, Daniel, think, I said to myself. There has to be a way out of this. There has to be a way to win. There’s always a way.

      “The ship and the sword for the children,” I repeated out loud.

      “Don’t do it,” Preacher said over the comm link. “He’s going to kill them anyway.”

      “I can do a strafing run near the back end of their forces and keep clear of their prisoners,” Al whispered to me. “Let me try.”

      “That still doesn’t save the children,” I answered. “I don’t see another way.”

      “Your answer?” Omega asked. “I am a fair and benevolent god to those who I deal with. I will keep my word. Spilling the blood of my future soldiers is not something I cherish.”

      “Can I have a few moments to talk it over with my team?” I asked through gritted teeth. “I don’t really run a dictatorship over here. I need to speak with them before anything is decided.”

      “Do what you must,” Omega responded flippantly. “But do not tarry. My patience grows thin.”

      I turned around, walking slowly back to our own lines.

      “Even if he does let them go and leaves us alone, we can’t give him the Relic or the ship,” Preacher said. I could hear the frustration in his voice as he sought for an answer. “If we do, how many more lives did we just end?”

      “We have to get the children out of there,” I said more to myself then any one of them. “That’s what has to matter the most. We do the exchange, make sure the kids are safe, and then we take back the sword and ship.”

      “The odds of giving an enemy with an already superior fighting force the two greatest weapons present and then seeking to defeat them is—” Al paused here to think for a moment. “Well, I’m not going to tell you the odds; they’re so low, they’re practically nonexistent.”

      “Tell me another way, then,” I told the AI, letting frustration seep through every word. “Show me another path.”

      Al was quiet.

      Preacher the same.

      “This is it, this is the way it has to go down,” I told them. “We give them what they want and make sure the kids are safe before we take it back.”

      “All right, all right,” Preacher acquiesced, resolved to the idea. “I have enough red in my ledger. I’m not going to add any more, let alone the lives of these kids. How do you want to play this?”

      “Al? I asked, wanting the AI’s consent as well. “You with me?”

      “You humans and your emotions, your morals and such are so tiring, but yes, I can’t believe I’m saying this.” Al sighed. “I’m with you.”

      “Glad you’re so enthused about it,” I answered. “I have a plan. This is what we’re going to do.”

      Preacher and Al both listened to my idea with such total silence, I thought I might have lost them.

      “Well,” I asked when I was done relaying the strategy. “What do you think?”

      “I think you’re a fool so blinded by finding a way to save these kids’ lives, you are convincing yourself that this can actually work,” Al said, exasperated. “But—if it involves me finally being able to blow something up, then yes. I’ll do it.”

      “I’ve never wanted to live forever,” Preacher added. “If it ends here, then it ends here and I can be at peace with that. I’m in.”

      “Thank you,” I told them. “Thank you for trusting me.”

      “Don’t thank us yet,” Preacher added. “Thank us when and if we pull this off.”

      “If I somehow die—well, I can’t really die,” Al corrected herself. “If my sphere gets destroyed amidst the insanity of your plan, then I am coming back to haunt you. I’m going to do those jump scares you are so fond of while you are relieving yourself, eating and even sleeping. I will have no mercy on you.”

      “I get it,” I said, turning back and walking toward Omega once more.

      “You took so long, I was beginning to think you were going to do something foolish,” Omega stated, looking down on me from where he stood in the roofless truck. “What will you have? Peace or death?”

      “We’ll give you what you want,” I informed him. “Both the ship and the sword in exchange for the lives of the children and this village.”

      “Done.” Omega beamed with that holo star grin of his. “Bring me the ship and the sword and we will make the exchange here.”

      “It’ll take me a few minutes to retrieve the ship and sword,” I told him.

      “Hurry,” Omega demanded. “And if you try anything, you know I will kill these children with malice. I owe them nothing as their god. They owe me everything.”

      “Oh, I know,” I acknowledged, taking a look at the kids and the soldiers behind them again. “I know you don’t care about any of them.”

      I turned and trotted back to the village with Al floating beside me.

      “So it begins.” Al sighed. “Into the abyss of chaos we go.”
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      I stood in the rear of the T-bird with the crate, holding the sword in my arms. I couldn’t help but second guess myself then triple guess, quadruple guess, and whatever the word is for five and six times and so on and so on.

      There were so many things that could go wrong with the plan. So many things I knew would go wrong. It was just a fact of life. No plan ever survives contact with the enemy.

      Certain things had to go right for the plan to play out; with others, there would be room to maneuver. What I hedged all of my bets on at the moment was the sword’s ability to manipulate the hearts of men.

      The T-bird swayed and rocked under my feet. The closed case holding the sword felt like it weighed a million pounds. It called to me even now, promising me that if I wielded it just one more time, it could help me save the children.

      It whispered promises of speed and strength yet untapped.

      Al piloted us over the village and to no man’s land between both factions.

      “You sure about this?” Al asked from her sphere. She sat in a groove at the control panel of the T-bird. “We can turn back.”

      “I’m sure,” I told her. “This is the only way.”

      Al sat the T-bird down in front of Omega and his army. The rear of the craft faced him just like we planned. The lower ramp door slowly lowered.

      This was it.

      The moment of truth.

      I walked down the lowered ramp toward a grinning Omega surrounded by the bound children and a cohort of men and women pointing various weapons in my direction.

      Omega had his hand on one of the children’s head. It was a small girl who seemed half confused, half terrified at the events unfolding around her.

      I halted my forward progress as soon as my boots hit the ground. A half dozen meters in front of me was the trench, and past that, Omega and his army.

      “Let’s see it.” Omega nodded toward the case. “Open the crate.”

      “How do I know you’re going to let the kids go as soon as I show you what’s in here?” I asked, thinking about what little negotiation knowledge I possessed. “I realize you’re a benevolent god. Wouldn’t a benevolent god let the kids go now?”

      Omega’s eyes darted right to left.

      His followers looked at him for consensus.

      “I am what you say I am,” Omega said, removing his hand from the girl’s head. “Show me the sword and it will be so.”

      I didn’t want to see the weapon. Already I felt an unnatural urge to wield the weapon and take his head off where he stood for a second time. I wanted to chop him up into tiny little pieces and then put some kind of obsidian cell atop where his remains lay so when he did sprout up again, he would be locked inside.

      Instead of saying all of this, I unclasped the dura-plastic clamps and opened the crate away from me for all to see. The blue radiance that came off the sword showered the onlookers with its seductive display.

      I saw a few of the armed soldiers lower their weapons in awe. A few more even took a step forward as if they were called by the sword to wield it themselves.

      “Here’s the sword.” I placed the weapon on the ground. I motioned over my shoulder. “The ship’s yours as well. Let them go.”

      Omega had eyes only for the sword. He gave a half nod to one of his lieutenants, who shouted something. The children were untied and allowed to climb down over the trench and toward me.

      “Come on, come on, hurry,” I urged, moving to the side of the sword and beckoning them forward. “Hurry, don’t look at the sword; just get to the village. Hurry now; go!”

      The children stumbled their way past the ship and to the open arms of their countrymen.

      Omega crossed the trench, coming up on the other side to hold the sword in his hand. His eyes practically shone with the brilliance of the alien Relic.

      I wasn’t exactly worried about being fair; I was a mercenary after all, and here this guy was bartering with children’s lives. Still, I felt like up to this point I had fulfilled my end of the bargain.

      Omega had the sword in his hand and he was standing next to his ship. The soldiers not enraptured with the sword slowly made their way to the T-bird and the interior of the ship, admiring their new weapon.

      I looked over to my left. The slowest kids were just making it to safety. I needed to buy a few more seconds.

      “Just a word of warning,” I told Omega. “You should be careful with that sword. It addles the weak-minded straight away and even corrodes the strongest will over time.”

      Omega didn’t break eye contact with the weapon.

      “I feel—I feel alive.” Omega lifted the sword high overhead. “I feel rejuvenated with the power of the ancient ones!”

      “Kids are safe,” Preacher announced.

      “Al,” I said into my comms. “It’s time to blow some crip up.”

      “Oh, if I had human skin, I’d have goosebumps right now,” Al squealed.

      The thruster on the T-bird fired up, startling the soldiers on board and around the ship.

      Finally, Omega ripped his eyes from the Relic in front of him. He looked at me and then the T-bird and back again.

      “What is this?” Omega roared. “What treachery have you plotted against your god, Mortal?”

      “Not treachery,” I told him, unholstering the MK II at my side. “You have what I want. The AI is still in the ship.  I’m hiring her to take it back from you, more like a mercenary.”

      Al pointed the nose of the T-bird to the sky as she took off, spilling out what unlucky souls were still in the rear of the ship like someone shaking out a bag of insects.

      “Kill him!” Omega roared, pointing the sword in my direction.

      BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

      My weapon unleashed on the enemy in front of me as I walked backward to my own lines.

      “Fire!” Preacher bellowed from the front line where he had taken command.

      I hit at least three of my targets, putting them down before all hell broke loose. It sounded like getting stuck in the middle of a thunderstorm. So many kinds of weapons went off from both sides at once, the sounds bled into each other until they became one ongoing sound of destruction.

      I was torn. Half of me wanted to push forward toward Omega and try to get the sword back from him right away. The other half understood that Al was about to be let loose on the group and I’d be incinerated if I was anywhere near their lines.

      Eventually, reason won out to rage. I turned and ran back to our lines. I actually was surprised I wasn’t hit with more rounds. I felt two rounds hit me in the back of my armored vest. A third found its way to my left hamstring.

      That one wasn’t pretty.

      I stumbled into the dirt, turning a fall into a roll then hopped back up, limping to our lines. Pain was hot and fierce; like a dying star, it burned bright but not very long.

      I threw myself more than jumped over the earthen barrier.  I landed right next to Talish, the ancient woman in the village who had argued for this fight.

      Apparently, she had forgotten the lesson in her one day of weapons training. She struggled to undo a charge pack on her Hyperion Mark Seven. The Galactic Government issued weapon almost looked comical in her hands.

      “Oh good, it’s you,” Talish said without even looking up. “Do you know how—how do I replace the pack charge?”

      Talish whipped around the business end of the rifle as she spoke. I ducked out of the way, noticing her finger was still on the trigger.

      “Hey, finger off the trigger. And it’s a charge pack not pack charge,” I grunted as the pain in my leg subsided. Hot blood soaked my pants as my healing factor kicked in and numbed the pain a second later. “The release is there on the left side by the charge pack.”

      “Oh right,” Talish said, removing her right finger from the trigger then releasing the charge pack on her weapon to slam in another. “That’s right. My eyes aren’t what they used to be. Neither is my memory!”

      Talish had to shout this last part as more weapons fire rained from either side.

      Talish stood up to get a clear shot over the barrier and let loose with a hose of fire. The woman was so underweight, she was pushed back by each round exiting the weapon until she landed backward on her butt.

      Great, I thought to myself. They have an immortal Relic-wielding knight and our soldiers can’t stay on their feet.

      “Come on,” I shouted, offering my hand. “Back on your feet. You okay?”

      Talish nodded, wide-eyed, as if she enjoyed the feeling of a blaster in her hands. Or at the very least the power of one.

      I looked over our lines to get a better lay of the situation. What I saw was not heartening.

      Omega rallied his forces. The three vehicles they did have were all in the trench, trying to make their way up and over the embankment.

      Rounds scattered all around the earth hill protecting me. Puffs of sand and dirt exploded into the air wherever one landed, burying its lead body into the ground.

      Omega was actually being helpful, instructing his soldiers to rock the vehicles and get them over the trench. Other soldiers lay on their bellies, providing our own untrained villagers with the smallest targets possible.

      At this distance, our enemies lying on the ground would be difficult for even me or Preacher to hit, let alone Talish, who had a hard time not being driven backward by her weapon’s recoil.

      That didn’t stop either side from firing up a storm. Rounds were being exchanged at a dizzying rate. Already spent charge packs littered the ground around our lines.

      “We got to make a decision,” Preacher shouted into my comm from somewhere down the line. “If they can get those vehicles moving, they’ll use them for cover and advance.”

      “Agreed,” I shouted back. “Al, Al, where in crip’s name are you? I thought you wanted to blow something up?”

      “Oh, you know it,” Al yelled. “I had a few unwanted guests in the T-bird. Had to do a little fancy flying to get them out. Here we go. Hold on to your butts, boys, Momma’s got a brand new bag.”

      “Did she just call herself, ‘Momma’?” Preacher asked.

      “Can confirm,” I answered.

      I looked up to see the T-bird streaking in from the north. The villagers must have seen the same thing. They gave off a cheer as the T-bird fired off so many missiles, rockets, and ion cannons, I wasn’t sure if Al was going to have anything left for a second run.

      Explosions ripped through the enemy lines like thunder through the sky. Al’s aim was true, finding all three vehicles and blowing them to so many smoldering bits, it was a chore to imagine they were ever one piece.

      More screams of victory came from our sides as the villagers whooped and hollered for Al.

      Enemy soldiers still on their feet pointed their weapons skyward at the jet as if any of their small-caliber weapons were going to make a difference.

      I searched for Omega in the clouds of fire and smoke. He had been with the vehicles,  trying to get them over the trench. If he was still alive, I couldn’t find him. Al’s first strafing run was an enormous success.

      The villagers fired faster now, urged on by the support of the T-bird.

      “Coming around for another pass,” Al shouted over the sounds of her pre-Fall of Earth rock music playing in the background. “Man, I could get used to this.”

      Then the smoke cleared from the trench long enough for me to get a clearer look at what had become of Omega.

      I wish I could say I was surprised, but the truth was it was what I expected. Omega walked forward from the carnage. Sections of his meticulous white pants and shirt were on fire. The fabric looked mostly black with soot and smoke now.

      He yelled something at his forces I couldn’t hear. I’m sure it had something to do about him being a god and such. He motioned toward us with his sword and charged.

      His army came with him as they descended on our lines. Omega was a lot of things. Loonier than cartoon holo flicks for the kids on Saturday morning, sure, but he understood war tactics.

      Out in the open with Al preparing another run, they would have been sitting ducks. Retreat was out of the question for him, so advancing was his only real option.

      Al would be able to do another pass and then they would be on top of us. We whittled their numbers down considerably. My best guess was that we had even the odds at the very least, but would it be enough?

      “Pour it on ‘em!” Preacher screamed up and down the lines. “Come on, let them have it!”

      Villagers all around me rose to the challenge, firing their weapons like maniacs. Lord of the Way bless them, they weren’t trained to fire weapons in these kinds of conditions. In any conditions really. They had a day of training; what could I expect from them?

      Their shots were wild, painting more of the sand and sky in blaster fire than the enemy.

      Al made good use of the repeating blasters on the T-bird; this time flying low and slow, she peppered the slavers with red-hot rounds.

      “Oh, I love the smell of lasers in the morning,” Al shouted with glee. “We have to do this again sometime.”

      I ignored the mad AI. I knew Al was a little off from her years of solitude in the underground alien bunker, but she was taking it to a new level.

      Screams of the dying reached my ears as the enemy continued forward. Omega led them right into our fire. If our side had been better shots, we might have cut them down to the last man right there.

      I tracked another incoming enemy sprinting for our lines. With a single trigger pull, he crumpled, never to rise again.

      “When they come, remember your training!” I shouted over the sounds of weapons discharging. I hunched low to avoid the incoming fire and made my way to the middle of our lines where Omega would breach our earthen barrier if he continued on his current trajectory. “Do your job!”

      Out of the army Omega brought when they hit our lines, there had to be twenty, maybe thirty of them left. Between Al and Omega rushing our lines, they had tipped the numbers in our favor.

      Omega led the charge, crashing through the waist-high wall of dirt, scattering it in every direction. The already formidable warrior was downright terrifying with the sword in his hands.

      “Back, get back!” I told the villagers around him. “He’s mine.”

      Omega was a sight to behold. Multiple parts of his body still smoked. It seemed drinking from the Relic didn’t make him invulnerable from damage, perhaps just dampened his pain receptors. Neither did he heal instantly like I did. He just wore his damage.

      A few random shots from the villagers had also hit him. A gap in his left thigh showed a bloody wound as well as a bolt that hit him in this stomach. Charred flesh showed past the rags of his once white shirt.

      All around us those from Omega’s militia still on their feet fought a losing battle with the villagers. Now it was them outnumbered.

      “You are not a man of your word,” Omega snarled as he stared me down. “You will die for defying a god.”

      “What?” I sneered. “I gave you the T-bird and the sword. I just took the T-bird back and now I’m going to do what I did to you before. I’m going to kill a god again.”

      That really pushed Omega’s buttons. With a shout of something in an ancient or alien language, he rushed me. Omega was already a formidable opponent. The speed and the power the sword gave him was too much for me to handle.

      Omega swung high, forcing me to duck or be decapitated. I rolled to my left, coming up on a knee and unloading on him with my MK II. I was too close for explosive or incendiary rounds at that point, so old-fashioned tungsten steel bolts would have to do.

      I riddled Omega’s body with the rounds from his torso to his head. I even took off a section of his nose with one of them. Omega shook off the damage like something from a nightmare and came at me again.

      He struck fast, taking the end of my MK II off in a clean slice.

      I dropped the weapon, rising to my feet and motioning for my axe and knife with my hands. The recallers on my wrists allowed me to control the weapons at a distance by a magnetic pull triggered with a single motion.

      “Toys in the presence of a god,” Omega scoffed, rolling his eyes at my axe and knife. “Come, be killed by your better.”

      I took a deep breath, mentally preparing myself and focusing on speed over power. I came at him with both weapons, using my axe and knife to strike at him from alternating angles.

      Omega was too fast. He telegraphed each motion, blocking the weapons with ease. He gave ground and then advanced again as we continued our deadly dance.

      With a vicious upward strike, Omega shattered the axe head in my left hand. What happened next was my fault. For a second, I let surprise at the axe blade shattering dull my senses. Omega planted a foot in my chest that felt like a wayward missile from the T-bird. I rocketed backward, losing my footing and crashing into a hut. The dry mud walls of the structure gave way.

      I fell into the house amidst a cloud of dirt. My chest felt like it was caved in. I couldn’t breathe.

      “Earth will fall to my rule as I rebuild my army,” Omega boasted, appearing at the hole in the wall. “Then the moon, Mars, and beyond.”

      Omega reared back with the sword, ready to skewer me. I was debating whether I could roll away in time or just take the hit. As far as I knew, Omega had no idea he wasn’t the only one that healed.

      Dat-dat-dat-dat-dat

      The sounds of a pre-fall weapon going off in close proximity shattered my eardrums. Omega sneered, more pissed-off than wounded. He turned to address this new threat.

      When Omega shifted his body away from the hole, my pain turned to panic. Not for me, for Appa. Tilk’s father took it upon himself to confront Omega.

      “Appa!” I wheezed, struggling to my feet. “Appa, no, get back!”

      Forcing myself over, I managed to make it to my hands and knees. Breathing was still a chore, but the pain in my chest was beginning to ease.

      Appa kept his finger on the trigger until only a clicking sound met our ears.

      Omega lifted the husband, father, free man off the ground in one hand. He held Appa by the throat in his left hand, driving the sword through his body with his right.

      Appa choked blood, spasmed, then was still.

      “No!” I screamed, regaining my feet.

      Omega dropped Appa’s still body to the ground as if he meant nothing. As if he didn’t have someone who loved him, a wife who cared for him, or a village who looked up to him.

      “The same fate will meet you as well as anyone who defies me,” Omega stated. “With this weapon, I am more than a god. I am pure deity.”

      Sorrow boiled to anger in my heart then spilled over.

      That animal instinct in me took over. Rage propelled me forward through the hole in the wall and out toward Omega.

      Omega slashed with his sword, cutting through my body armor and into my chest. I felt the white-hot searing pain from the sword rip across my torso. That wasn’t going to stop me.

      I could take the hits. People like Appa couldn’t.

      I saw the surprise on Omega’s face right before I tackled him. We hit the ground hard. I was vaguely aware of fighting still taking place all around us, but I’d have to trust Preacher to lead the villagers now.

      I had to focus on Omega. He was the enemy no one else could face.

      We rolled in the dirt, grappling for the sword. Stronger than I was, Omega landed on top of me, pressing the flat part of the blade lengthways down on my neck.

      He was too heavy to push off. I grabbed the flat side of the sword, doing my best to keep it away from my neck. It was a losing battle. I knew it. Omega knew it.

      “Who are you?” Omega demanded, spittle falling from his lips as he pressed the blade down on my throat. “What are you?”

      I saw red out of the corner of my eye. Whether Omega sensed it or saw the reflection of Preacher’s blade, I didn’t know. I did know that the self-proclaimed god threw himself off me to his right just in time to avoid decapitation from Preacher’s katana.

      Preacher took a protective stance between me and Omega.

      “So what have you been up to?” Preacher asked without looking at me.

      “Oh, you know,” I said, getting myself up off the ground for the second time. “Just getting my butt kicked. The villagers?”

      “Butch and Al are helping clean up the rest of Omega’s army now,” Preacher explained. “It won’t be long until all of them are dead or have retreated.”

      I looked from Preacher’s glowing red blade to the one Omega held in his hand that pulsated with blue power. I found myself wishing I had some kind of high tech magical blade at the moment. I didn’t even care what color it was. It could have been purple.

      “Even the two of you will not be enough,” Omega said, taking a stance with the weapon out in front of him at an angle. “Come and meet your death.”

      I didn’t even have my knife. The kick I received earlier from Omega ripped that free from my palm. What’s worse the recaller on my wrist sparked and hissed. Somewhere in the fight it too had been damaged. I didn’t have my prefered weapons but I was going to be a mutie ape before I backed down from a fight.

      I searched the ground around us for something, anything to be used as a weapon. I’d settle for a rock at the moment. What I got was a short chain of some kind. One of Omega’s slavers lay dead a few meters from us. I wasn’t sure what happened to his blaster, but a long chain still grasped in his hand caught my eye.

      I went for it, knowing its previous owner wouldn’t mind me borrowing it at the moment. It wasn’t my first weapon of choice, but it would do. It felt cold and harsh in my hands. I doubled it up and swung it a few times in a circle to get an idea of its weight.

      Omega walked forward as Preacher and I moved to split his attention.

      I shut everything else out as I swung the chain around and around. I was one hundred percent focused. The tingling sensation of battle to come raced across my skin.
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      Preacher was the first to move, striking out with his blade so quickly, it turned into a blur. Omega blocked the blow. A shower of sparks erupted violently into the space between the two men. Preacher was human now. He could match Omega in neither speed nor strength.

      What Preacher did have on the immortal was knowledge in both swordsmanship and skill. Omega bullied forward, forcing Preacher to give ground. The one-eyed man did so fluidly, turning Omega’s blade just enough to keep the weapon from continuing on its path toward him.

      I didn’t dare wait to admire the fight between the men longer. As much as I would have loved to grab a bowl of printed popped corn right now, I needed to get back into the fight.

      Amidst the flurry of sparks and sharp cracking the two weapons made when they met, I found my opening. Omega had his back toward me, focused on Preacher. Apparently, he thought he would be able to end the older man quickly and then turn to deal with me.

      Preacher had more than a few tricks up his sleeve, spinning out of the way when he was too slow or turning his blade to accept the blow and deflect the power in a different direction.

      Omega reared back with his sword arm to lunge at Preacher. I grabbed the opportunity to send the chain hurling into the air and wrap around his exposed limb.

      The chain did exactly that, wrapping around Omega’s hand and the hilt of the weapon. Without hesitation, I jerked the chain back with both hands. Omega stumbled off balance for a moment, sending Preacher in for a death stroke to the crown of his head.

      Preacher jumped forward, blade in both hands over his head.

      Omega tried to free his sword arm, but there was no way in crip I was letting go of my hold on the chain. Even with both hands and my enhanced strength, I was barely a match for Omega’s single arm.

      The sword gave him more power than I expected.

      I watched in slow motion as Preacher brought that shining red katana down on Omega. Then, to everyone’s surprise, Omega caught the hilt of Preacher’s sword in his left hand.

      For a moment, we were in a stalemate. I strained so hard on the chain, I thought a link might snap. My muscles burned. The grip I held on the chain dug into the skin of my palms.

      Preacher grunted as he mustered all his strength to bring his sword down on Omega.

      The self-proclaimed god struggled to free his right arm trapped in my chain while forcing the hilt of Preacher’s sword away from him. It was a war of wills: who could last longer, who would give in to fatigue and die.

      It was a lunar stand-off with no one willing to be the first to give in. Omega tried to shake Preacher free from his grip, but the older man refused. I understood Omega and I were exceptionally strong but I knew Preacher had to be feeling the burn.

      As hardened a veteran as the man was, he was still human. The only real human in this fight. Slowly, Omega, powered by the strength of the sword, began to win his war against Preacher.

      Preacher’s arms shook, and sweat ran down his forehead into his right eye and the black eye patch he wore on his left.

      The dull end of the katana slowly came down on Preacher. I saw his arms shaking as he poured everything he had into forcing the blade away. It wasn’t enough.

      Preacher sank to his knees, the sword being driven back onto the top of his head. I knew I had to do something, but letting go of the chain in my hands didn’t seem like an option at all.

      “Al!” I shouted into my earpiece as well as the air around me to see if the she-wolf was close. “Butch!”

      Chills ran down my spine as the female alpha answered the call for help from somewhere close. The sound reverberated into the air amongst the scattered weapons’ fire and yells from those few who still fought.

      I had never been so happy to see Butch in my life. The wolf came at a dead sprint. Not a second of hesitation or thought went into her target. With wild eyes, she descended on Omega.

      The would-be god released his hold on the hilt of the katana. Somehow Preacher found the strength to grab on to Omega’s wrist to keep him from pulling back his arm.

      Butch hit Omega square in the chest as she went for his throat. The force of the great wolf striking her target so violently had a ripple effect. Not only was Omega knocked backward, but I was thrown forward off my feet as the chain stretched then burst.

      Preacher stumbled to the ground, exhausted.

      The only saving grace that moment was that the sword wrapped in the chain had also been ripped free from Omega’s grip. For the moment, Omega used both hands to hold a snarling Butch at bay.

      Her jaws sought his face and neck over and over again. Omega just managed to hold her off with his hands on her neck and chest.

      A vehicle driven by a woman with a scarf over the lower half of her face and some kind of hat low on her eyes skidded to a stop out of nowhere. She jumped out of her vehicle and entered the fray.

      I thought we had destroyed all the vehicles. Who was this woman?

      I had no time for questions and even less for answers. Already the woman made her way to the sword. She lifted the weapon over Butch’s head.

      “Butch!” I called out. “Butch, back!”

      I don’t think the wolf was obeying me for the sake of obeying me. More than likely, she recognized the danger this new figure brought and decided to remove herself from the threat.

      I staggered to my feet alongside Preacher. There was something familiar about the woman. I couldn’t see her face. Maybe it was the way she moved?

      Either way, she helped Omega to his feet. The two jumped into the beaten down vehicle, preparing to make their escape.

      “The sword?” Preacher asked, reading my thoughts.

      “The sword,” I agreed.

      Killing Omega again or this woman would prove fruitless. Omega would just come back to life again and again and again until we came up with a plan to imprison him or put him down for good.

      The sword was another story. We couldn’t allow that to fall into the wrong hands. Both Preacher and I bolted forward with Butch on our heels.

      I outpaced Preacher with a few strides.

      The driver of the vehicle obviously decided on the same thing as I had. Fighting for now wasn’t in her plan. She wanted the sword and/or Omega.

      The driver slammed the vehicle into gear and sped in reverse. As fast as I was, I wasn’t about to be able to catch any kind of vehicle with the pedal pressed to the floor.

      The distance between us lengthened. They were about to get away, when Al’s voice broke through the comms.

      “Oh good, another thing to blow up,” Al called cheerily. “Also I’ve been using my holographic form to coordinate the attack with the villagers. The fight is over with minimal casualties. All the enemy soldiers are dead or in full retreat.”

      I was fatigued and using all my oxygen at the moment to propel myself forward sprinting after the vehicle.

      “Stop—them,” I managed.

      “Don’t have to ask me twice,” Al answered. “I’d love to.”

      The T-bird streaked in from the west, firing a pair of missiles at the vehicle.

      The driver slammed on the brakes and shifted into drive before stomping on the gas pedal again. The missiles barely missed the vehicle, detonating into the Earth behind it.

      The vehicle jumped forward, straight at me.

      “Daniel!” Preacher shouted, panting behind me.

      I looked over my shoulder to see the man toss his katana into the air.

      I grabbed it hilt first and continued my forward progress. Butch peeled off to the side so as not to get hit.

      I ran with the blade in my right hand, adrenaline exploding through my veins. I had done a lot of stupid stuff in my day, but meeting a charging vehicle at full speed head-on had to be top five, okay, maybe top ten.

      The vehicle was some kind of old jeep with a windshield but no roof. Moments before impact, I chose my path and my target. The driver had both hands on the steering wheel, ready to run me over. Omega sat in the passenger side seat, still a bloody mess. He clutched the sword in his left hand.

      One misstep and I was roadkill. My timing had to be perfect, my aim even better.

      “Oh, please tell me he’s not going to do what I think he’s going to do?” Al begged Preacher.

      “He’s going to do exactly what you think he’s going to do,” Preacher panted.

      “Lord of the Way have mercy; the boy needs some kind of professional help,” Al responded.

      Right before collision, I dove into the air. The next instant, I was using my body to shatter the windshield. It all happened so fast, it was hard to track.

      The sword, I reminded myself. The sword is all that matters, not Omega or whoever’s driving the vehicle.

      Glass shattered into a hundred hungry shards, tearing at my exposed skin. One instant I was crashing through the windshield, the next I was sailing between Omega and the driver.

      Omega tried to impale me with the weapon, but have you ever tried to use a sword effectively in the passenger side of a vehicle? I’m going to give you a spoiler. It’s not very effective.

      Instead of trying anything fancy with my own weapon, I forced it into one simple move. Preacher’s humming red katana severed Omega’s sword hand at the wrist. Both his hand still holding the hilt and the Relic tumbled along with me out the back end of the vehicle.

      The entire act took a second, maybe two. I fell out of the back end of the vehicle with the blue sword crashing to the ground beside me.

      Omega screamed partly in pain and the other part in frustration.

      “I can’t believe that worked,” Al said, surprised. “I know you don’t like to hear the odds, but that one was a miracle. Now I can’t believe I’m passing on an opportunity to chase and shoot them down, but our fuel is beginning to be a factor. If I go after them now, we may not have enough to get back.”

      I lay in the dirt on my back, considering the options. We could try and chase them, but then what? Kill Omega to have him come back? Learn the identity of whoever it was that saved him?

      No, we had won the day. We had the sword and the ship, the children used as hostages were safe, and the village was free.

      “Stand down,” I ordered, looking up at the fleeing vehicle one last time then resting my head on the sand. “Stand down; we’ve won the day. Something tells me we’ll see Omega again.”

      “Yeah, I had a feeling you were going to say that.” Al sighed, landing the T-bird beside me in a billow of sand and dirt. “You know we could have always used the fuel and then just called in for a resupply.”

      “I know,” I answered. “But there’s been enough killing for one day.”

      “Your call,” Al huffed.

      Preacher reached my side along with Butch.

      “I’m getting a request from the GG channel,” Al said as Preacher gave me a hand up and I returned his weapon to him. “Shall I put them through?”

      “Sure, why not,” I replied. “This day can’t get any crazier, right?”

      I was wrong.
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      “Daniel Hunt?” a voice asked on the other side of the channel. “Am I speaking to Daniel Hunt?”

      I recognized the voice. It was Shane Armstrong. I’d met the man briefly and only in passing. He was head of the Chancellor’s private security detail.

      “It’s me,” I answered. “Go ahead.”

      “This is Shane Armstrong,” He said just to be clear. “We have a situation here on Mars.”

      “Oh, do you?” I asked, surveying the battlefield in front of me. Vehicles still burned. Bodies littered the ground. Moans came from the wounded, only to dissipate in the hot air. “I’ve got something of a situation here on Earth as well.”

      “There’s been an attack on the Chancellor’s life,” Shane continued. “The Galactic Government has been compromised at the highest level. She’s in critical condition. She’s asked for you by name.”

      I looked down at the blue sword on the ground that still had Omega’s severed hand wrapped around the hilt. I kicked at the hand, loosening its death grip on the weapon. I liked the Chancellor. I thought she was a good woman. I didn’t want to see her hurt, but neither did I want to get deeper into whatever was going on.

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” I responded honestly. “My plate’s a bit full at the moment hunting down alien creatures on Earth and such. You can send her my best.”

      “Daniel,” Shane said quietly as if he were afraid someone else on the line may have been listening. “Daniel, we can’t trust anyone here. We need you. The Chancellor knows you couldn’t have been part of this. That’s why it has to be you. We have a traitor in our midst. It’s the virus. It’s here on Mars somehow.”

      “The virus from Australia?” I asked, confused. “How did it get to Mars so quickly?”

      “That’s what we’d like to know,” Shane answered. “I know you’re not a soldier in the Galactic Government, but this goes past any kind of loyalty to a faction or company. This is survival of the human race. The alien virus is running rampant through the population on Earth and Mars.”

      I let the truth soak in. I remembered how insane the virus made people. I remembered how they wouldn’t go down with a single round. If the virus spread to Mars, we had another invasion on our hands.

      “Daniel, Daniel, are you there?” Shane called.

      “Oh, I’m here.” I sighed. “Just soaking in the last few seconds of a simpler life when all I had to deal with were immortal knights, ancient weapons, and alien bugs.”

      “I’m not sure I know what all that means,” Shane said with a sigh. “I’m not sure I want to know what all of that means. We need you here. We need someone we can trust that couldn’t have been a part of it.”

      “Okay, okay,” I said, resolving myself to getting right back into it instead of heading home. “We’ll see you on Mars.”

      “Thank you,” Shane answered before the line went dead.

      “No rest for the weary?” Preacher asked.

      “None at all,” I answered. “That alien virus has spread to Mars and infiltrated the Galactic Government. The Chancellor’s been seriously wounded.”

      “Of course,” Preacher said, running his tongue around the inside of his mouth. “Of course, and they want us to head there to lend a hand.”

      “You know it,” I answered.

      Preacher slowly nodded. He looked out along with me to the war torn battlefield around us.

      “What about them?” Preacher asked. “We just leave them now?”

      “I think we help them bury their dead,” I answered. “Leave all the supplies we can and send more help if we’re able.”

      “I’m giving you a warning so I don’t freak you out,” Al said as her two holo projectors zipped through the air to float next to us. “I know how you get about that.”

      “Thanks, Al,” I answered. “See, was that so hard? Just tell me you’re coming before you pop into existence next to me.”

      Al’s twin holographic projectors created her body beside me.

      “What about Omega?” Al asked. “What about that bed-wetter and whoever it was that picked him up? As long as they’re still out there, these villagers won’t be safe.”

      I knew it was true. It was something I’d been thinking about as well. These people were still getting back on their feet. A newfound freedom was a fragile thing at first. If Omega came back, he could single-handedly ruin it all. Which was probably good for him since he only had one hand at the moment.

      “Al, can you open a line back to Shane Armstrong?” I asked, forming a plan on the spot. It seemed to be something that happened a lot these days.

      “Opening now,” Al answered.

      “This is Armstrong, go ahead,” Shane said.

      “Shane,” I answered. “Nothing’s changed on my end. I still plan on coming, but there’s a village here I could use some help protecting just until they get back on their feet.”

      “I can send a unit there, no problem,” Shane said after a brief pause.

      I thought back to who I knew and trusted in the GG. Outside of Zoe and Sergeant Toy, I didn’t know many names. Two that I did were soldiers I had just fought alongside during the Ammit campaign, Sergeant Carla Miggs and Lieutenant Gracia.

      “I’d like Lieutenant Gracia and Sergeant Carla Miggs to be the ones to come,” I requested, pushing my luck. “I know them.”

      There was a longer pause on the other line. I could practically hear Shane grinding his teeth.

      “Okay, I’ll see what I can do.” Shane pushed out every word as if he were forcing his temper in check. “Is there anything else I can do for you? Maybe send a shipment of nitro caf to you or ship in a giant holo viewer and entertainment system?”

      “Now you’re just spoiling me,” I answered. Truth was I could have really used a sandwich right now, but I didn’t think this was the time to bring that up. “Thank you. I’m on my way to Mars.”

      “I’ll route the Praetorian Unit to your location now,” Shane said before ending the call. “They should reach the village by tomorrow.”

      I knew when I had pushed far enough. I didn’t argue and tell him the sooner they got here the better.

      After Shane ended the call, I worked with Preacher and the rest of the villagers to bury their dead, burn the slavers’ bodies, and care for the wounded.

      Preacher saw to it that all of our supplies were emptied for the villagers to use while they got back on their feet.

      I stood with Ensif and Talish, going over the details of their next moves as free people. The sun was already beginning to set. I knew I had to leave soon.

      “The other villages will have slaves just like you that need to be freed and taught the same freedom you have now,” I told the older woman and the young man. “You may have to fight again. You should be ready. There’s a unit of Galactic Government Praetorians coming to help you out and keep the peace, but you’ll need to learn to protect and govern yourselves.”

      “We will,” Ensif said with fire in his eyes. “I won’t let the lives lost here be for nothing. We will form our own government and elect a leader after we free the slaves from the other villages. This will be our opportunity to unite.”

      “The blood sacrificed today has been a turning point for my people,” Talish agreed. “Thank you, Daniel Hunt, for standing with us. If slavers try and come back, we will be ready.”

      I nodded along with her words, believing every single one. Not only did they have a taste of freedom, but now they carried a burden with them from those who sacrificed everything for that freedom. They wouldn’t be giving that up so easily now.

      I spoke with the two a bit longer, going over plans for their new militia and how it would all work. As we spoke, I watched the people move through the village, tired from the battle, saddened by the loss of loved ones, and exhilarated by their victory.

      The children came back into the city from where they hid to the west away from the fight.

      Tilk sat crying next to his mother and sister.

      Appa was gone. He was one of the many who had laid down his life to free the village. He died trying to save me.

      I didn’t want to go to Tilk and his family for selfish reasons more than anything else.

      What are you going to say? I asked myself. What can you say to a family who just lost their father and husband?

      I still didn’t have words as I made my way over to them. My heart ached for them in a way that was unfamiliar. I was getting soft, empathetic now. The Daniel Hunt who worked on the moon as a glorified bouncer would have just pushed these thoughts out of his mind.

      The man I was today hurt for the family.

      Tilk and his younger sister were huddled with their mother. They were all crying, trying to come to grips with their new reality and what life would mean without Appa.

      When I approached, Tilk looked up, tears running freely down his little cheeks. He ran to me with open arms like I was some kind of bastion of comfort.

      Before I knew it, I sank to my knees and opened my arms. The little guy hit me so hard, he nearly knocked me backward. His sobs were fierce and tore me down to my soul.

      His little arms didn’t even wrap around my entire back. I held him close.

      “I know,” I told him. “I understand. You let it out. You let it all out.”

      “Why—why does it feel so—so empty?” Tilk asked through his sobs.

      I think I knew what the child meant.

      “Because he was your dad, because he loved you and you loved him,” I answered, gently releasing my hug on the boy and moving him in front of me so I could look him in the eye. “Your father gave everything for his people. He loved you, your family, and this village more than his own life. And he’s not gone, not really. Everything he taught you, all the memories you have of him, everything he stood for will live on if you hold to those same values.”

      Tilk swallowed hard between sobs.

      “I hate them,” Tilk managed. “I hate the slavers. I hate them all. I’ll kill them when I grow up. I’ll kill them.”

      “You hold on to that,” I told him. “You let that anger drive you to be the best you can be, and when you’re old enough, if you still feel that way, come find me. I’ll teach you everything I know.”

      “Will you come back?” Tilk asked, sniffling between every word. “Will you come back to visit me?”

      I had no idea when I would be free from whatever was happening on Mars, but I didn’t have it in me to tell the grieving boy no.

      “Yes,” I responded. “I’m not sure when, but I’ll come back to check in on you.”

      “Promise?” Tilk asked. “Do you promise?”

      “I promise,” I answered.

      Tilk nodded then came in for another hug.

      I didn’t really care who saw me cry or not. My tears weren’t shed for my pain; they fell because I felt his.
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      As much as I wanted to stay and hand off protection of the village to the GG unit coming, I knew we had to go. The villagers were so well-equipped now between the weapons we had stored in the T-bird, the weapons the Shadow Praetorians left for them, and those of the dead slavers, and even if Omega did come back with whoever saved him, he’d be hard pressed to retake the village.

      For once, our trip was blissfully uneventful. I even got my fill of sleep and food on the way to Mars. The sword was once again tucked away in a crate in the storage area above the rear seats.

      Al did the piloting, allowing Preacher, Butch, and me to relax. The AI was uncharacteristically quiet during our trip. It wasn’t until we reached Mars airspace and began our descent into the city of Elysium that Preacher touched on the subject.

      “You feeling like yourself there, Al?” Preacher asked. “I haven’t had to argue with you about the best player of the United Moon League or your taste in music. You have a virus or something?”

      “Please.” Al laughed. “Any virus that would dare even look in my direction would run away with its tail between its legs. No, I’m fine.”

      “The fact that you didn’t insult us in that trade makes me believe you’re not,” Preacher countered. “What’s wrong?”

      “So much,” Al said, sounding irritated. “We’re headed into a situation we know nothing about. I’ve been monitoring the news outlets and, well, things are looking bleak at best. I’ve been trying to figure it out, but it seems my knowledge of the universe, at least a section of it is missing.”

      I looked from my seat in the copilot’s chair out the large jet window. The sprawling city of Elysium opened out in front of me like a metropolis of steel and glass. Mars was home to only the very wealthy while the moon served the middle and lower class. Earth, well, Earth was reserved for the few able to survive the apocalyptic landscape it had become.

      “Explain,” I requested, still studying the city below us.

      “My knowledge of the universe is as expansive as it is vast,” Al said slowly. “I hold the knowledge of the Primordials with me, at least all their knowledge until I was created and placed in the underground installation to guard the sword. Still, I feel as though there are sections of my memory, things I should know that have been erased or hidden from me.”

      “What was that part about the news outlets? Picking up on disturbing stories?” I asked, mulling over Al’s words. “Something there tipped you off to search your data bank and that’s when you found missing information?”

      “Yes, see for yourself,” Al said, opening a screen in the lower right-hand corner of the windscreen of the ship.

      A man with perfectly cut hair and a suit so wrinkle free it had to have been pressed at least twice stood in front of a large glass building with large lettering that read Mercy Hospital.

      Groups of people moved in and out of the automatic hospital doors. I even saw a few Praetorians standing sentry at the entrance.

      “What we’re seeing here not just on Elysium but across Mars and now reports coming from the moon is a new virus that’s infecting its host and causing them to act erratically,” the man reported. He looked like he couldn’t believe the words that were coming out of his own mouth. “The story broke early this morning, and since then, we’ve seen an uptick in sick citizens as well as violence across the city.”

      The screen now transitioned to a studio with a woman wearing enough makeup for three or four people and a man with glasses perched on the end of his nose.

      “And, Tobias, has there been any word from the Chancellor?” the woman asked in a nasally voice. “Any kind of statement or word of a press conference?”

      “Not at this time, Karen,” Tobias said, shaking his head. “We anticipate the Chancellor will release a press statement soon.”

      “Tobias, what about medical officials? Any information from them on where this virus suddenly came from or what it might be?” the man in the studio asked. “We’ve been taking calls from concerned citizens stating that it’s a government-tested Voy virus.”

      “I spoke with a few members of the staff here at Mercy Hospital and they’ve refused to comment on the subject,” Tobias said, shaking his head. “But I have heard the same rumors going on around here. Right now, the safest thing to do if you are experiencing symptoms is to come to the hospital and get checked out. I—”

      Commotion from behind Tobias cut off whatever he was going to say next.

      The camera zoomed in past his shoulder as a middle-aged man with green gunk dripping from his eyes and mouth attacked a woman walking into the hospital.

      The woman gave a shrill scream as the man grabbed her head in both hands and rubbed it against his own. It was one of the most disturbing things I’d seen. And you know that’s saying a lot because I was just a day away from seeing a naked Omega rising from the dead.

      The woman flailed, trying to get away, but the man held on as if her head was the prize award in some kind of macabre contest.

      “Stop!” one of the Praetorians shouted.

      “Let her go!” the other soldier yelled.

      The woman, screaming in the arms of the crazed man, was released. The middle-aged man spewing green liquid from his orifices ran at the Praetorians with abandon.

      The Praetorians opened up on him, sending rounds from their Hyperion Mark Sevens to his torso and skull.

      The man fell amidst the screams of citizens.

      “Oh crip!” Tobias said somewhere off screen.

      The video feed immediately cut back to Karen and her co-host at the studio. Both news anchors looked at the camera in front of them with open mouths.

      I didn’t blame them. I had seen this before in Australia and even now it was disturbing to witness.

      “Um—uh—that was some troubling footage from our own Tobias Stone who was reporting live from Mercy Hospital in Elysium,” Karen said, trying to recover from the shock of what she had just seen.

      I knew better. I knew that infected man wasn’t going to stay down for long.

      Al switched off the feed.

      “Reports like this are coming in from all over Mars, the moon, and Earth,” Al stated. “I’ve searched my recollection for any threat like this and I haven’t been able to find anything.”

      “It’s called the Darkening,” I said, thinking back to the last time I spoke with Alerna, the alien entity who had guided me through the conflict with the Voy. The same woman who Al was modeled after so many years before. “It wiped out the Nomads long ago and then gave the Primordials a run for their money and now it’s back.”

      “And you know this how?” Al asked, almost amused.

      “Alerna came to me,” I answered.  “She asked for my help dealing with this. I told her I had enough playing Savior. She said there was someone else who might be able to help.”

      “It seems like whoever that other somebody was came up a day late and a credit short,” Preacher chimed in. “This alien virus, this Darkening has to be dealt with if it’s not already too late.”

      “How do you fight a sentient virus?” I wondered, not expecting an answer.

      “You kill it at its source,” Al voiced.

      We lowered into the docking bay at the Elysium port. The hangar here was more like a massive oval where ships landed and took off. The need for any kind of runway was old news since ships could take off straight up, thanks to powerful thrusters that pivoted in every direction.

      Ships of all makes and models landed and left at a dizzying rate. I couldn’t help but notice more ships were departing than landing. When we touched down and exited the craft, my suspicions were confirmed.

      Elysium port was a maelstrom of movement. Captains shouted at their crews to hurry while owners demanded their captains move faster. That was what you got when you dealt with the elite, orders given with unrealistic expectations.

      I placed Al’s sphere in my left vambrace and geared up with the spare recallers, and weapons in the ship.

      Preacher looked at me then at the crate holding the sword.

      I’d had enough of Relics and the insanity they brought.

      I shook my head.

      “You can make sure the T-bird’s locked up tight?” I asked Al.

      “Tighter than a Lomborian’s snorfel,” Al confirmed.

      We all stopped to look at her; me, Preacher and even Butch.

      “That’s a yes, you uneducated apes,” Al growled. “That’s a yes. Geesh, you need to get out a little, see the universe.”

      We spent the next few minutes traversing the interior of Elysium Port. It seemed the word had gotten out about the virus and already it was causing fear and panic. People were whispering to one another about the possible alien threat.

      I passed an older couple speaking with someone in uniform inside the port station. They were talking animatedly with their hands in the air about just coming from a Praetorian station down the street.

      “We went there to ask for a personal transport,” the woman huffed. “You’d think with as much credits as we pay to live here, it would be the least they could do to spare a few soldiers to bring us here safely.”

      “The place was a zoo.” The man scratched the warts on the underside of his double chin. “The Praetorian station, I mean. You should have seen it. There were raving lunatics everywhere, all with that disgusting green snot coming from their ears and eyes. Whatever this virus is, it’s not natural. I’ll tell you that much, it’s not natural.”

      Preacher gave me a sideways look as we passed the conversation to make sure I had in fact heard.

      I nodded to answer his unspoken question.

      The inside of Elysium Port had white flooring underneath magnificent columns and vaulted ceilings overhead. Glass doors showed us the street and city beyond. I wasn’t surprised to see a convoy of heavy Praetorian assault vehicles waiting for us.

      Shane Armstrong himself stood outside the lead vehicle. The man was tall, wearing a black suit and matching black glasses. He looked like an action hero out of one of those prepackaged holo flicks. You know, the one where we all know how it’s going to turn out but love to watch anyway?

      Shane was speaking to a group of helmeted Praetorian soldiers when he caught sight of us. He broke off whatever he was saying to turn and greet us as we exited the building.

      It was warm outside with the sun just overhead. A slight breeze tossed my hair like some benevolent ghost telling me I did a good job.

      “Good to see you,” Shane greeted, extending a hand. “I wish it was under better circumstances.”

      “I’ve been getting that a lot lately,” I admitted, accepting the handshake. Shane’s handshake was quick and fierce, more like he was pumping my hand than holding it.

      Shane moved to Preacher to shake his hand as well and then looked down at Butch as if he was surprised to see the animal at all.

      “We’re a package deal,” I told him.

      “Yeah, as long as you’re here,” Shane answered, motioning us into the lead assault vehicle.

      The assault vehicle reminded me of a tank on hover treads. A heavy blast-proof door rested in the rear. Inside, there was enough room to fit a dozen cramped Praetorians. Lucky for us, there weren’t a dozen of the Galactic Government soldiers traveling with us.

      It was only Shane, Preacher, me, and Butch. Shane closed the door behind us as a yellow light flicked on overhead.

      Shane pressed two fingers to his right ear before speaking.

      “This is Archangel One; we are good to go,” Shane reported.

      I didn’t hear the answer, but whoever he was speaking with must have gotten the message. The heavy vehicle hummed to life then began to move forward.

      When I looked back at Shane, the GG representative had a blaster aimed at my head.

      “I know you and that wolf of yours are fast,” Shane said, moving the barrel of his weapon over to aim at Preacher’s head. “You may even be able to survive a round to the head, but will he?”
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      Butch let off a low growl.

      “Easy,” Preacher answered. I could see every muscle in his body tense and ready to move. “What’s going on here?”

      I was already weighing my options. Maybe I could shove Preacher to the side and use my body as a shield for him. Butch would be on Shane in under a second. Already the alpha she-wolf bared her teeth, ready to pounce.

      “Tell the wolf to back off,” Shane ordered, cool and calm.

      “Butch, easy,” I said. “Shane, what’s going on here?”

      “The Galactic Government’s been compromised at the highest levels,” Shane answered. “They got in close right under our noses. Whatever they are, they’re not human. They—it’s taking over bodies of humans and controlling them. How do I know you’re not one of them?”

      I felt the tension in my shoulder ease a little as I understood Shane’s motivation. He wasn’t betraying us; he was trying to be as cautious as he could with an enemy he didn’t understand.

      “We’re not infected,” Preacher assured, also relaxing a bit. “I don’t know if you have some kind of test or something for us to take, but we’d do so if it makes you feel better.”

      “The alien virus shows signs,” I told Shane, thinking back to what I had seen it do in Australia. “Green liquid in the eyes, ears, nose, and mouth.”

      I leaned forward so he could get a better look at me.

      “Do you see any green on us?” I questioned, losing my patience at having a blaster pointed at Preacher this entire time.

      “No, no, I guess not,” Shane allowed, swallowing hard. It was then I realized how tired he really looked. Bloodshot eyes blinked back much needed sleep.

      “Well, if you’re content, can you get that blaster out of our faces or just use it?” I expressed. “I figure you’ve got one, maybe two rounds you could get off before one us rips your throat out.”

      Shane looked at the three of us then slowly nodded. He holstered his weapon, shaking his head.

      “I’m sorry.” Shane sighed. “Until we know exactly what this alien virus is and how to test for it, it could be in anyone. Since the attack, I’ve been looking over my shoulder.”

      Shane leaned forward, rubbing the palms of his hands into his eyes.

      “When did the attack on the Chancellor take place?” Preacher asked.

      “Two days ago,” Shane answered, looking up at us. “Two days ago, a pair of Praetorians stationed at a research facility in Elysium were infected. They ambushed the Chancellor, killing Charlie Dunn and wounding her severely in the process. It’s a miracle she lived through it at all.”

      “Where is she now?” I asked.

      “She’s at that same facility,” Shane shared. “We’re doing what we can to secure her, but this isn’t like any enemy we’ve seen before. We’re waiting for an order to go through right now for all Galactic Government personnel to remove their helmets so we could get a better look at their faces to see if they are in fact infected, but I’m not sure that’s enough. How do we fight an enemy when we don’t even know the rules it plays by?”

      “If the Chancellor and Charlie Dunn aren’t running things, then who’s in charge now?” I wondered out loud. My knowledge of the Galactic Government’s inner workings and hierarchy was a bit hazy. “Does the Vice Chancellor step in?”

      “That’s right,” Shane confirmed. “At the moment, he’s in a secure bunker on the moon, coordinating our efforts from there. We thought it best to separate the heads of our government in case another attack takes place.”

      I nodded with Shane’s words, thinking about what I knew of this alien threat. I knew it was called the Darkening. I knew it was so powerful it had nearly wiped the Primordials out. I knew it infected its host like a parasite and granted them superhuman speed, strength, and durability.

      I shuddered at what an army of infected would be able to do.

      “You said the Chancellor was in critical condition,” Preacher said, breaking the silence that descended inside the vehicle. “How bad is she?”

      “She should be dead.” Shane shook his head in admiration for his leader. “She’s a tough old woman. Doctors say she has a chance to pull through. With all the medical advancements we’ve made over the years, they’re using every single one to keep her alive.”

      We drove the rest of the way in silence.

      I had already forgiven Shane for pulling a blaster on us, even though he didn’t ask for it. I understood his lack of sleep coupled with paranoia. I found myself wondering what I was going to be able to do about the situation.

      I sure as crip was no scientist.

      I remembered Alerna’s words to me in my last dream with her. She said there was another. What if this other who could have stopped the Darkening was the Chancellor? What if it knew this somehow and that was why it went after her? What if it came after me next?

      One thing was for sure. I’d be ready. If it did come for me, I wasn’t going to be ambushed like the Chancellor.

      After twenty minutes, we arrived at the Galactic Government facility on the outskirts of Elysium. From the outside, the building was all steel structure and one-way glass windows that looked reflective to us but allowed people inside to see out.

      The structure had to be ten, maybe fifteen stories tall. It was longer than it was tall. Each level slanted so it leaned out just farther than the last.

      “Taxpayer dollars hard at work,” Preacher scoffed as we jumped out the back of the heavy Praetorian assault vehicle. “How much do you think it cost to make that building?”

      “I’d say ten million of your Galactic credits,” Al chimed in. “At least.”

      Shane looked down at my vambrace when he heard Al speak.

      “I’m an AI,” Al said to him. “Don’t think I can’t feel you ogling me. That’s rude, by the way, if your parents never taught you.”

      Shane looked up at me for an explanation.

      “I guess it is kind of rude,” I answered, not offering any more information on Al than I had to.

      Shane grunted, ushering us to follow. Right now, the man had more pressing matters on his mind than a feisty AI.

      I walked beside Preacher and Butch as we followed Shane to a pair of double doors. The outside of the facility was undergoing construction at the moment. Heavy cement barriers and extra Praetorians were off loading from large hover trucks.

      Each Praetorian was in full kit and armor minus their helmets. Apparently, that order had gone through. It was strange to be able to see their faces now. I was so used to the dark visor looking back at me when I passed or spoke to one of them.

      It made them more human somehow. Men and women of our solar system all working together toward a common goal. It was also a reminder of how serious this situation really was.

      I didn’t miss the fact that the soldiers stared at me and one another for an extra beat. Obviously, they were aware of why they weren’t wearing their helmets anymore. Each passing glance now paused for a moment as they stared at each other’s eyes and orifices for any sign of the sinister alien virus.

      The facility was being turned into a bunker in front of my eyes. I caught sight of another convoy of Galactic hover trucks coming down the road. These carried cranes and laser fences to add yet another layer of security around the perimeter.

      “Hey, Overheu, are you okay?” I heard a gruff male voice ask. “You sick or something?”

      The Praetorian asking the question might have well as said there was a bomb set to explode in his pants. The reaction from everyone was the same. Immediately, we all looked over to see who he was speaking with.

      The Praetorian in question was a woman. I looked over to my right, craning my neck to get a better view.

      A woman leaned against the hover truck she was helping unload. Hair dampened to her forehead, a sheen of sweat covering her brow.

      “I—I don’t know, Sarg,” she managed to say. “I don’t feel so hot.”

      “Stand back,” Shane said, taking over the situation. “Let’s give her some space.”

      The group of Praetorians around us looked at one another uneasily. A few of them moved back as instructed. I could see others reaching for their weapons.

      “Let’s see if we can get a medic to take a look at you,” Shane said to the woman. “Can you lift your head so I can see a bit better?”

      The woman staggered forward. Her head slightly tilted down, just enough where we couldn’t get a clear look at her face or eyes.

      “I’m not infected,” the woman said, finally lifting her head up as she staggered forward. “Don’t shoot; I’m not infected.”

      Her words were saying one thing, but her actions spoke another. She ran forward with her hands outstretched to reach for the closest person near her.

      A medic answered Shane’s call and jogged toward him at the same time Overheu lunged forward.

      I was close enough I could see something coming out of her nose and eyes. I think everyone was in shock at what they were seeing transpire in front of them. This alien virus they had been warned of only in words and images was alive and coming for them now. Something that seemed so far off was on their doorstep.

      “Corporal, get back!” Shane yelled, drawing his weapon.

      The unlucky medic who was just following orders wasn’t so fast. He stopped his forward momentum, fumbling for his weapon.

      Corporal Overheu moved so fast, there was no doubt in my mind she was infected. She was on top of the medic, tackling him to the ground.

      “No, stop!” the medic, who was a young man not yet out of his twenties, screamed.

      It was too late.

      Corporal Overheu grabbed his head in her hands and smeared whatever was coming out of her orifices all over his open eyes and mouth.

      “You will become one with us,” Corporal Overheu promised the screaming medic underneath her. “This is your evolution.”

      Corporal Overheu stood up over the medic’s body with a wicked smile on her lips.

      “You will all join us and together we will spread truth to the universe,” she said as if she expected us to clap for her.

      “One more step and you rain down hell,” Shane shouted to the group of Praetorians with weapons trained on the corporal. He then turned his eyes to the woman. “Stand down! On your stomach, hands behind your back. No second chances. Don’t test me.”

      “What is life but a test?” Corporal Overheu asked with that same knowing smile. “You are insects trying to fathom the depths of the greatest species to ever live. You will obey or you will be consumed.”

      The corporal took a step forward.

      Bad idea.

      The air ripped apart with the sounds of rounds emptying from the barrels of the Praetorians around us.
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      I half wanted to reach for my own weapon, but I knew any rounds contributed from me would only be superfluous at this point. Already Corporal Overheu’s body shook from the shock of the impacts of the rounds into her torso, head, legs, and arms.

      Heated rounds at such close range and in such large supply ate up her armor and exposed face.

      It wasn’t until a few dozen rounds had been expelled that she fell backward on the hard street in front of the Galactic Government installation.

      “Enough!” Shane shouted at the weapons still firing at her inert body.

      Smoke came from the charred ruins of her remains.

      “What the crip was that?” one of the Praetorians asked. “I mean, son of a brum, I thought the virus was supposed to be on Earth or the moon, not here.”

      “Quiet,” someone else told him.

      “You should make sure she’s down for the count,” I warned Shane and the rest of the Praetorians around me. I remembered how hard the infected had been to put down in Australia where I first found them. “She could still get back up.”

      Shane didn’t say anything. Instead, he approached the body, slamming a fresh charge pack into his blaster.

      The other Praetorians circled the bodies with weapons drawn. Preacher and I joined them.

      The unlucky medic whose face had been smeared all over with the green stuff by Corporal Overheu lay on his back, shaking. He stared up to the clear sky above as if he were in some kind of trance.

      I knew he was in shock. I had seen it firsthand plenty of times.

      The medic lifted shaking hands to his face as if he were going to try and wipe the green liquid from his cheeks.

      “Don’t touch it,” I told him. “We don’t know much about it, but better not to touch it until we can get you some help. Al, any thoughts?”

      “I—no, I can’t—I don’t know,” Al stammered, struggling with the words.

      “Let’s get some help for him ASAP,” Shane said, moving on past the medic toward Corporal Overheu’s still body.

      Other medics stayed with their exposed brother as we moved on.

      Corporal Overheu’s body had provided a target for trained marksmen. Her armor was melted and totally destroyed in places around her torso and arms. The pungent odor of burned meat and scorched metal assailed my nostrils.

      There had to be at least eight, maybe ten weapons still pointed at her as we moved in for a better look. Corporal Overheu lay on her back with her eyes open. Half the left side of her face was missing with skin hanging off her skull in charred pieces.

      That smile still crossed her twisted, burned lips.

      She started to laugh as we stood over her.

      “You have no idea what’s coming for you,” she said in garbled, barely understandable words coming from her ruined throat and mouth. “You are fighting an enemy you do not understand.”

      Without warning, the corporal jumped to her feet.

      Shane and the surrounding Praetorians really let her have it this time. Even after she fell with a round of new wounds, they kept at it, completely making mush out of her skull.

      By the time they were done, there wasn’t much left of her head. What lay splattered on the street looked like Gruppa back in Tilk’s village.

      “Oh, that’s just disgusting,” Al said from my vambrace.

      We all just stood there, staring at the smoking body. For me, it was a reminder of what we were dealing with now. For others, like Shane and the surrounding Praetorians, it was a first real look at their enemy.

      Praetorians were hard, trained, and didn’t take crip from anyone. Still, this was enough to give the most hardened veteran among them pause. They pumped her full of rounds the first time and she just laughed. It wasn’t until they pretty much annihilated her head that she stayed down.

      “How, how is that possible?” one of the Praetorians asked another. “I mean, how could she have lived through that first round of fire? What’s happening? What’s happening to us?”

      Some of the Praetorians looked in my direction for answers. They must have recognized me from my fifteen minutes of fame as the Hero of Mars.

      I didn’t offer them anything in return. The truth was I had no idea.

      Shane motioned for us to follow him. He barked a few orders at the Praetorian in charge to secure the area and get the medic to the scientist team on the double.

      We followed Shane through the double doors of the facility. The place was exactly what I imagined. All open space white walls and glass. To our left, a robot stood behind a booth ready to offer direction or aid should it be needed.

      Shane didn’t need its assistance. He knew exactly where we were going. We followed him to a series of lifts at the far side of the lobby. A scanner ran over his hand before the lift doors opened.

      I could tell how keyed up everyone was. The Praetorians in the lobby had held their posts when the firing started outside, but they were jumpy.

      I could understand. It wasn’t every day there was an alien virus on the loose that could infect anyone, that could become anyone.

      We entered the lift, heading to floor nine.

      It wasn’t until the doors closed that Shane broke his silence.

      “I know I don’t need to tell you two that this has to remain classified as long as possible,” Shane said over his shoulder. “If this gets out, we’ll have panic in the streets.”

      “Hate to break it to you, but I think it’s already getting out,” Preacher pointed out. “We were watching the holo feeds on the local media. They know something’s going on. Fear’s going to bring these people down long before actual violent elements ever do. You need to release a statement soon.”

      “I know,” Shane answered. “I believe the Vice Chancellor’s already working on one.”

      The lift came to a stop. The doors slid open. Another lobby reception room welcomed us as well as another robot behind a glass desk. The robot, like the one on the ground floor, was modeled after a human.

      I was no expert when it came to robotic design but it looked expertly made with smooth edges and clothes befitting a young business-minded woman.

      Shane walked past the robot without a second look.

      “Since when did the GG start using robots?” Preacher asked what I was thinking. “I noticed one downstairs as well.”

      “Robots are freeing up humans for more delicate work,” Shane explained. “It’s part of a new bill that was passed a few months ago and is just starting to be implemented now.”

      We passed another pair of helmetless Praetorian guards in the hall, only to be stopped by four more in front of the Chancellor’s room.

      It was obvious this wing of the facility had been entirely cut off from the rest. Besides the robot at the front and the Praetorians on guard, there was no one else on duty.

      Shane exchanged a few quick words with the four Praetorians at the door.

      The Praetorians eyed me and Preacher but mostly Butch suspiciously. I was getting used to the looks. When you traveled with hundreds of pounds of fur and teeth, you were bound to get a few sideways glances.

      “You have any weapons on you?” the Praetorian in charge asked. “We have strict orders from the Vice Chancellor that no weapons are allowed near Chancellor Marie as she recovers. Even you, sir.”

      The last comment was aimed at Shane.

      He nodded, handing over his blaster to one of the Praetorians. I knew how much Preacher would hate to hand over his katana, but he did so without making a fuss.

      When it was my turn, I consented as well, first handing over my MK II, then the axe and knife on my belt.

      The Praetorians looked at me with wide eyes as I added the extra drum for my hand cannon to his full arms.

      “Oh, almost forgot,” I said, taking off my recallers and adding them to the top of the pile. “My bad. That’s my bad on that one.”

      “Is that all?” the Praetorian in charge asked. He looked at the vambrace on my left arm. “What about that? What’s that on your arm?”

      “Oh, trust me, it’s a pain in my butt more than any kind of weapon,” I whispered. “AI with a bad attitude.”

      “I can hear you, you crip backward son of a Gorndon,” Al said with scorn in her voice.

      “See what I mean?” I asked the Praetorian in charge.

      “He’s here to see the Chancellor at her request,” Shane supplied. “Now, you’ve held us up long enough.”

      “All right,” the Praetorian in question said, moving to the side. “You’re cleared.”

      We stepped into the room.

      The chamber was longer than it was wide with a place to sit and a few chairs on the left. On the right, Chancellor Marie lay in a moveable hospital bed hooked up to four different monitors that kept track of her vitals, heartbeat, and crip knew what else.

      She was awake, leaning up in her bed with a data pad in her hands. She looked pale and gaunt, but the woman was still at work. When she saw us walk in, a smile even crossed her lips.

      “You’ve come, thank you,” Chancellor Marie greeted, moving in her bed to sit up straight. A pained expression crossed her brow and she slumped back down.

      “Easy,” Shane cautioned, going to her side and doing what he could to comfort her. “No need to sit up. We can talk while you’re resting.”

      Butch busied herself smelling everything in the sterile room as Preacher and I made our way to the side to the bed.

      “Daniel, Robert,” Chancellor Marie said, using Preacher’s real name. “Thank you for coming. I can’t—there are few people who I know I can trust. You two and Shane are among them. Charles—Charlie was one of them too. He died saving me from the assassination attempt.”

      “What happened in Australia?” I asked. “I thought you had things under control there?”

      “I thought I did as well,” the Chancellor said, letting a long sigh escape her thin lips.

      She looked even more tired now than when we entered the room. It was as if the subject alone drained her. She wore a white gown under her sheets that did little to conceal how much weight she lost.

      A tube ran under her bed to her stomach area, where I assumed most of her injuries occurred, since her face, chest, and arms were all damage-free.

      “The Vice Chancellor oversaw our initiative in Australia working with the ANR there.”

      “ANR?” Preacher asked.

      “Australian New Republic,” Chancellor Marie explained. “Everything seemed to be under control. Obviously, it wasn’t. I received reports that the threat was contained and our science team was sent there to further investigate this possible alien threat.”

      Chancellor Marie paused here.

      She looked up to the ceiling as if she were choosing her words carefully. I knew from the look on her face she was about to drop an information bombshell.
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      “I was here working on decoding and reading the book, the Relic,” Chancellor Marie explained. “None of our scientists could decipher it. We were searching for Carly Coughran, the woman known as Madam Eternal. As far as we know, she was the only one able to decipher the book without going mad. Charlie was just telling me we had a lead on her, when they—it attacked.”

      Chancellor Marie completely stopped here as if that were the end of her story.

      “Two infected Praetorians infiltrated the research facility.” Shane took up the tale. “They gunned down Charlie and left the Chancellor for dead. I should have been here. I should have been here protecting her.”

      “I sent you away to complete a different task,” Chancellor Marie told Shane. “Don’t dwell on it. I’m harder to kill than they anticipated.”

      “The two infected Praetorians who did this?” I asked. “What happened to them?”

      “They shot their way out of the facility, only to be gunned down in the desert by a pursuing dropship,” Shane answered. “There’s nothing left of them.”

      “Well, there’s something left of Corporal Overheu and that medic that was infected,” I pointed out, scratching the underside of my jaw. “Maybe we can get some answers there.”

      I kept my mouth shut at this next part, but I knew who else would have answers: Alerna. The Primordial knew all about this alien infection. The hard part now would be getting hold of her. She had always come to me in dreams and visions.

      “The science team we’ve put together is one of the best,” Chancellor Marie said. “You actually know the corporation that is helping to head that division.”

      “Who?” I asked, interested. A few weeks ago, I might have guessed the Order, but they were out for the count as of now.

      “Phoenix Corp,” Chancellor Marie answered. “Doctor Warden and her father are aiding us through this crisis. And let’s be honest, this is a crisis. I’m not sure containing this threat is an option anymore. If it’s spread here, then it’s on the moon as well. We need to find a cure and quickly.”

      My mind raced, already creating a to-do list. It would be good to see Monica and her father; anything they could tell me about the alien virus would help. Next, I needed to figure out how containment in Australia was lost. How did the virus manage to get to Mars so quickly? Last, I needed to find a way to contact Alerna and the Primordials.

      “Daniel, are you listening?” Chancellor Marie asked again, ripping me from my thoughts.

      “Yes, sorry, what was that?” I asked.

      “I said, Shane can give you whatever access or assets you may need. I trust you, Daniel, and I can’t say that about more than a handful of people at this point. The Vice Chancellor is a good man, but he’s young and brash.”

      I nodded then gave her a smirk. “I’ll be gentle.”

      Chancellor Marie almost chuckled.

      “We should get going,” Shane suggested. “The Chancellor will never admit it, but she needs to rest. She’s tired.”

      “I am not,” Chancellor Marie said, closing her eyes with a sigh.

      “See?” Shane asked.

      We exited the room, picking up our weapons as we left. We didn’t want to split up, but I didn’t see a lot of options at the moment. There was too much ground to cover.

      “What’s our first move?” Shane asked. “You want to see Dr. Warden or start tracing how the virus got out of Australia?”

      I looked over at Preacher, who nodded without a word.

      “I think we should do both,” I answered. “We have a very limited window, and every minute we wait, that virus is out there spreading. Who knows how many people are under its influence already.”

      “Right,” Shane said approvingly.

      “I’ll go talk to the science team they have looking into the virus if you’ll start pulling the thread on how it got out of Australia in the first place,” I said, looking over at Preacher. “What do you think?”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Preacher answered.

      “I can show him all the information we’ve gathered,” Shane said as the lift doors opened to an empty compartment. “If you want to head to sub-level one, you’ll find the science team working on the virus.”

      “Sub-level one?” I asked suspiciously. “As in underground?”

      “These kinds of places always have underground levels.” Preacher chuckled. “Why is that?”

      Shane shrugged, passing us each a credential card with the emblem of the Galactic Government emblazoned on front. The yellow head of the feline stood out against a black background.

      “If you two aren’t traveling with me these, will get you access to wherever you need to go,” Shane said. “I’ll take Preacher to level 5, where I can start going over all we know about the virus’ travel path.”

      We stepped into the lift together. After a brief trip down, Preacher and Shane got off on level five.

      “Watch your back,” Preacher told me before he left. “This isn’t a straight-up fight like we’re used to. I think there’s more than one lie and a few traitors we’re bound to run into.”

      “Got it,” I said before he followed Shane and the lift doors closed again.

      I had to use the access card Shane gave me to get to sub-level one. I swiped the hard plastic card over a reader in the elevator control panel, only then being able to select the desired floor.

      Butch whined as if she knew we were going underground and didn’t like it.

      “I know,” I told her, patting her flanks. “I don’t have any desire to do it either. We’ll be out soon.”

      The doors opened to a wide open room with glass walls partitioning off sections. Dozens of workers in gloves and white lab coats worked on various projects. White lights shone from above and black floors gave this level a different look than those above.

      I stopped as soon as we exited. Not because I wasn’t sure where to go but because I wanted to talk to Al before we stepped into the next rabbit hole of alien viruses and madness that came with it.

      “You seem pretty quiet, Al,” I stated to the sphere on my vambrace. “I never thought I’d ask you to speak more, but your silence is worrying me now.”

      “Are you saying you are concerned for my well being?” Al asked as if she enjoyed making me feel uncomfortable. “Do you miss me, Daniel?”

      “Not anymore,” I answered. “Is there a way to reach Alerna and the Primordials? She’s always come to me, but now I need to reach out to her.”

      “You know, I’ve been wondering why you haven’t asked me that sooner,” Al said with a sigh. “I’ve already worked out a way to reach my creators, however, we’ll need access to some high-powered technology to make it happen.”

      “We should do that after I speak with the science team here,” I said.

      “Oh yes.” Al sounded a little bit more like herself. I understood she was disturbed at not knowing why all knowledge of the Darkening had been erased from her data banks. “I’ll need someone well-versed in the Corinthian Quantum theory as well as access to a neuron splicer and—”

      “Al, I’m just going to stop you right there,” I interrupted. “I’m not going to pretend to understand any of that or whatever else comes out of your sphere next. It’s all gibberish to me. You could say you needed a Voy reactor beam and I would just nod along with the request.”

      “Well, we need one of those too, but I get the point you’re trying to make,” Al answered. “Actually, speaking with some of these scientists might be good for me. You know, you are most like the five people you surround yourself with. Things aren’t looking too good for me. Lately, I’ve just been with you, Preacher, and Butch.”

      “What’s wrong with that?” I wondered, looking down to Butch for consensus.

      The she-wolf was sitting down licking her private parts at the moment.

      “Oh, never mind,” I answered.

      “Exactly,” Al agreed.

      “All right,” I said, continuing into the room. “Let’s get our heads wrapped around what we know of this virus and then we’ll see if we can contact the Primordials.”

      As I walked deeper into the level, I got a better look inside each separate glass room. Scientists were busy, paying me little attention but giving Butch more than a second glance.

      From what I could tell, each room was a little different. In one, I saw scientists huddled around some kind of high-powered microscope; in another, they were already dissecting Corporal Overheu’s body, and in a third, I saw that same medic who was infected outside strapped to a table.

      A group of white-clad scientists worked around him. His eyes were closed as if he were sedated. Thick dura-plastic straps secured him down at his wrists and ankles.

      I remembered how strong the virus made its hosts.

      As I made my way over to this glass room, the door automatically slid open for me.

      “Not sure who’s in charge here, but you’re going to want more than dura-plastic holding that one down,” I said, poking my head inside. “I’ve seen how strong they are. You’ll want straight tempered steel or cobalt metal.”

      The scientists turned around at the sound of my voice. Two of the four I recognized. Dr. Monica Warden and her father. Monica broke into a genuine smile when she saw me. Her eyes traveled to Butch with raised eyebrows.

      “It’s been a long time.” She grinned. “But since when do you travel with a wolf the size of a hoverbike?”

      “Butch is a newer addition to the pack,” I shared, entering the room as Monica wrapped me in a hug. “It’s good to see you.”

      “It’s great to see you as well,” Monica said, taking a step back.

      Her father gave me a warm handshake. It was clear his appreciation for what I had done for him so long ago was still very close to his heart.

      “I’m glad you’re here,” the older Warden expressed enthusiastically. “What we’re learning about this symbiote is groundbreaking and horrifying at once. We’ll need our very best to combat this new threat.”

      “That’s why I’m here,” I said, nodding toward the sedated medic. “I need to know everything you know about what we’re dealing with.”

      “Come, come and see.” Monica’s father motioned me to the table where the medic lay sedated.

      I heard Monica ask for extra restraints from one of the other two scientists, who nodded and left to fulfill the request.

      “This symbiote is nothing like I’ve ever seen before,” Dr. Warden announced, looking down at the medic’s body almost in reverence. “It is truly a creation evolved over millennia.”

      “Easy on the reverence talk, Dad,” Monica said, rejoining us. “People who don’t know you that well are going to start thinking you actually like this thing.”

      “Like, no.” Dr. Warden shook his head. “Respect and admire, yes.”

      “You’re calling it a symbiote, not a virus or a parasite,” I said. “Why?”

      “Use little words when you try to explain it to him,” Al said from my vambrace. “He’s a slow learner.”

      Both doctors and the other scientist in the room looked at my vambrace.

      “That’s my AI, Al,” I said with a forced smile. “She’s a real charmer once you get used to her.”

      “Right.” Monica nodded. “What happened to X?”

      “She has a body now,” I said, thinking back to my friend. I didn’t really dwell on her often because I didn’t want to admit how much I missed her, Cassie, Cryx, and the others. It was easier for me to bury their memories and focus on what I had to do next. Probably not the healthiest tactic, but it worked for me. “She’s on another mission.”

      Monica nodded, sensing I didn’t want to speak on the subject further.

      “But you were saying this is a symbiote, not a virus or even a parasite?” I asked the father and daughter team. “How so?”

      “Well, a virus can live outside of the human body for many hours and sometimes even days,” Monica explained. “A parasite uses its host, sucking it dry for resources. This does neither. A symbiote partners with its host for mutual gain. What we’ve been able to discover so far is that this particular symbiote spreads through contact and brainwashes its host into thinking it is necessary.”

      “Yes, it attaches to their cerebral cortex first and manipulates their thought pattern like some kind of cult that won’t take no for an answer,” Dr. Warden agreed with his daughter. “As far as we know, it’s not spread through the air but instead requires direct contact from host to host.”

      “Is there a cure?” I queried. “Do we know of any way to kill this—this symbiote once it’s entered a living being?”

      “You have to understand we’ve only just begun to dive into the complex inner workings of a creature like this,” Monica answered. “We haven’t found a way to combat it yet, but we will. We just need more time.”

      I was about to tell her time was the one thing we didn’t have when the medic strapped to the table shrieked to life.
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      I think the third scientist in the room actually squealed or maybe even peed his pants a little. I didn’t blame him. The scream coming out of the medic’s mouth was one I’d heard before in some kind of childhood nightmare I couldn’t remember.

      The medic half sat up from the table he lay prone on. Straining against his bonds, he looked around with rage in his green eyes. The symbiote had taken him, that much was clear.

      Butch went crazy, barking at the medic, who fought like someone possessed to be free of his bonds. In a way, I guess that assumption wasn’t far off. He was possessed by the alien symbiote that had come to take us all.

      “I thought you gave him a sedative?” I asked.

      “We did,” Monica shouted over the medic’s screaming. “We gave him enough for two men twice his size.”

      “Well, I hate to point out the obvious, but he doesn’t look very sedated to me,” I said, rushing over with the scientists to see how I could lend a hand.

      “Titus,” Monica shouted to the assistant. “Hit him with another dose.”

      “Ye—yes,” Titus stammered, recovering enough to make his way to a monitor by the medic’s bedside. Frantically, he pressed buttons on a display screen to get another dose of sleepy time juice into the medic.

      “Corpsman Kristoffe Pyle,” Monica called, going over and looking into the medic’s eyes. “Corpsman Kristoffe Pyle, I’m talking to you now. Can you hear me?”

      The medic looked like he half understood Monica. He opened his mouth to reveal a dark green tongue with brighter green veins running through it. No words came out, but I knew a struggle when I saw it. Right now, the small part of the medic the alien symbiote didn’t control was fighting against the rest.

      “I got some magnetic cuff—” The voice of the scientist who had left for more restraints returned, allowing his words to die in his mouth. “Holy crip, what’s going on?”

      That brief interaction was all it took to split our attention even for the briefest of moments. The infected medic roared with effort, breaking free from the bond on his left wrist and grabbing the other scientist, Titus, by his coat.

      “We will spread!” the medic raged before pulling Titus in close and spitting into his face.

      “Oh, that’s so wrong!” Al shouted.

      Titus screamed as the infected Pretorian medic brought him in closer for another dose.

      The room was in a state of pure chaos. Monica’s father worked to give the infected corpsman another triple dose of whatever sedative wasn’t working at the moment.

      Titus worked like a maniac trying to free himself from the medic’s arm. Monica moved into action also, doing her best to free Titus’ coat from the death grip the medic still had on it.

      I took a more hands-on approach. I laid a straight right into the infected man’s nose then another punch to his left eye. I struck him over and over adn over again. Green blood covered my knuckles. I made sure to keep my head far enough back so no blood spray could make its way to my eyes or mouth.

      “Keep his head away,” Al shouted over the madness. “Daniel, his head, force his head to the side.”

      I did as instructed, using both hands to turn the medic’s head to his right, away from Titus and Monica, who finally managed to free Titus from his coat as opposed to wrenching the medic’s fingers open.

      Finally, the sedative the older Dr. Warden was dumping into the medic’s system began to work. The pressure from the medic’s head against my hands subsided.

      His free arm reached up toward my throat but only grabbed it clumsily.

      “The magnetic cuffs,” I ordered, shoving the medic’s groping hand away from me. “Now, hurry.”

      The scientist who walked in the door nodded dumbly, retrieving the cuffs from where they fell. He ran to the bed, securing the medic’s free hand to the steel restraint and then fastening the other end to the bed itself.

      The scientist repeated this process on both arms and legs.

      The medic lay limp now, having given in to the triple or quadruple dose of night time juice.

      “Oh Lord of the Way, Lord of the Way, I’m dead,” Titus said, falling backward into one of the glass walls. “Get it off. Get it off me.”

      Green saliva spread across the young man’s open mouth and eyes. He only worked it in deeper as he manically sought to wipe his face clean.

      “Titus, Titus, stop. You’re only making it worse,” Monica said, going over to the scared man. Kid was more like it. “We’ll get you clean. Hold on. Wait.”

      Monica went to a steel countertop where gauze and disinfectant spray sat.

      “Hold on, I’ll help you,” Monica said. “Hold still.”

      “No!” Titus raged. “No, get back! I don’t want to hurt you. I don’t want to become one of them.”

      I knew he was about to do something stupid.

      “Titus,” I said. “You have to take it easy right now.”

      The kid rose to his feet, lunging for a scalpel on a table beside him. He pointed it first at us and then pressed it against his throat.

      “Titus, don’t do this,” Monica’s father coaxed him. “Titus, please lower the knife.”

      “You said it yourself; there’s no cure.” Titus swallowed so hard, his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. The razor sharp blade nicked his skin, drawing a single teardrop of blood. “I don’t want to become one of them. I won’t become one of them.”

      Monica was the closest one to him. I was behind her with Butch at my side. The older Dr. Warden and the other scientist were by the strapped-down medic.

      I could make a lunge for Titus, but even with my speed, I wouldn’t be able to reach him before he flicked his wrist across his throat.

      It would be up to Monica, who knew him best, to talk him off the ledge.

      “Titus,” Monica implored, easing forward with an open outstretched hand. “I know you have a mother who loves you. You have a father who’s so proud of who you are and what you’re doing. I know you’re scared. Anyone would be. I mean, we’re dealing with a very serious threat here. Titus, Titus, look at me.”

      Titus’ eyes were darting around the room as if he expected one of us to leap at him. I could see paranoia setting in right in front of me. Or was that the symbiote already taking hold of his mind?

      “You said it yourself there’s not a cure,” Titus shouted. “What’s going to happen to me? Are you going to strap me down to a bed and pump me full of sedatives to keep me calm? What’s my life going to look like now?”

      A unit of helmetless Praetorians ran from the lifts to our clear glass room. I lifted a hand in their direction to hold them back.

      They were smart enough to see what was happening and remained just outside the door.

      Titus’ eyes moved over Monica’s shoulder and to the Praetorians outside.

      “Kill me!” he shouted to them. “Kill me now!”

      “Titus, no!” Monica screamed.

      It was too late.

      All I could do was make sure Monica wasn’t caught in the crossfire.

      Titus wielded his scalpel and charged the Praetorians’ position.

      I lunged forward, grabbing Monica around the waist and taking her down to the ground. We crashed harder than I anticipated. I rolled with her to our left.

      The sounds of thunder filled our room, echoing and shattering the glass walls. They were sounds I’d heard hundreds of times before. Yet this time, somehow it was different.

      I had known Titus for minutes and maybe not even really known him at all. But I saw him. I saw him for who he really was in his last minutes. A scared kid, who just wanted his parents.

      Titus ran in slow motion to the Praetorians, who, already amped up from the altercation outside, didn’t hesitate to put him down.

      Shards of glass from the walls rained around him as blaster bolts peppered the space between weapons and target.

      Not fully taken by the symbiote yet, Titus’ body was unprepared to endure more than a few rounds. Titus stumbled then fell as one final blaster round took him in the chest.

      He fell face down, looking to his right.

      Monica screamed in my arms but not for herself. Neither was she scared; she was crying for Titus.

      “No! No!” Monica screamed, tearing at my arms to be free. “Stop!”

      It was too late. She knew it. I knew it. The Praetorians at the door knew it.

      I released her, rising to my feet.

      Monica crawled over to Titus, tears streaming down her face.

      “We—we had to,” the Praetorian in the lead said under his breath. “I’m sorry, we had to.”

      I wasn’t sure if he wanted an answer or validation for his actions. To be honest, I didn’t envy his position. I knew the regret that scarred his heart now.

      Laughter entered the room that sounded so out of place, I wasn’t sure if I was imagining it altogether.

      The medic looked up as much as he could from his restraints, smiling at us. His laughter was genuine and almost laced with regret.

      “Don’t worry; you’ll all join me or him very, very soon,” the medic said with a chuckle. “The truth is, the only way for you to have a future is through me.”

      The older Dr. Warden comforted his daughter, helping her up from the floor.

      “Hey, you have any kind of face shields here so our spitting friend doesn’t get any crazy ideas?” I asked the remaining scientist.

      The scientist, who had brought the magnetic cuffs in, looked at me with an open mouth. His face drained of blood.

      “Hey, you, with the brand new haircut,” I said a little more gruffly. “Snap out of it. Face shields now!”

      He ran a hand over his newly cut hair and nodded. He headed for a rolling desk of drawers, opened the bottom shelf, and handed me a face shield.

      The item was simple, wrapping around my forehead with a clear visor protecting my face.

      “Here we go,” I said, going over to the grinning medic. I made sure to first check the new magnetic cuffs holding him to the table.

      “You think these bonds will hold me?” He laughed again. “You have no idea what you are up against. You have no idea where I am. I am everywhere. I am on the moon. I am on Earth. I am here. I am nowhere all at once.”

      “You forgot ‘strapped down’ and ‘my helpless prisoner’,” I reminded him, rechecking the magnetic locks. “Doesn’t sound so good, though, when you’re trying to be intimidating, does it?”

      The medic’s face was a mess of bruises and cuts where I laid into him. Dark green blood mixed with brighter, more neon green veins under his skin. They showed mostly around his eyes and mouth.

      “Defiant in the face of your own extermination,” the medic said, shaking his head. “I would expect nothing less. That is why you were chosen. This is why your species was selected. This warrior spirit you possess that aided you when you defeated the Voy will prove useful to us.”

      “I really want to hit him again,” I announced, looking over my shoulder at the two Wardens. “Can I hit him again?”

      Monica, recovering from her sorrow, stood up and nodded.

      I slammed my fist into the symbiote’s face, turning his lights out.
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      “You’re not exactly the most delicate flower in the bouquet, are you?” Al asked, amused. “I really liked the way you knocked it out. It gave me the chills.”

      “Do all alien AIs have a predisposition for violence?” I asked Al as we headed to another level on the lift. “You really get a kick out of blowing things up and such.”

      “I think it’s the whole you want what you can’t have scenario,” Al thought out loud. “You know I don’t have a physical body, so I can’t hit anyone. Don’t get me wrong, I have no desire for a physical body; my holo projectors work well enough when I want to move about. I just really like blowing things up and action movies. I’ve run through all the action films of your kind and it really resonates with me.”

      “You’ve got some deep-seated issues,” I told her.

      “Don’t we all,” Al retorted.

      When we left the research level, it was decided Monica and her team would continue working to find out all they could about the symbiote we were dealing with.

      I would have stayed around, but let’s be honest, me in a research lab was like vandarium sand worm in a nightclub on the moon. I’d just be in the way. Instead, Monica promised to let me know when they found something.

      Al and I were on the way up to level sixteen, AKA the roof. I reached Shane on the comms, requesting a communications team meet us there. It was Al’s turn to shine.

      We exited the lift onto the roof as the Martian sun began to lower past the horizon. Mars got cold at night and already I could feel the chill in the air. For the moment, Butch and I were the only ones there.

      Butch went around the flat roof top sniffing various vents and filtration systems that protruded from the top of the roof at random.

      In one direction, I could see back to the city of Elysium all bright lights and gaudy buildings. The very rich had no problem spending money. And here was a situation where their money would come in handy. Scientists, research, equipment; none of it came cheap.

      In the opposite direction, I got a look at the still wild deserts of Mars. Past the city limits, there was nothing except rolling dunes, mountain ranges, and more dunes.

      “Hey, you should take it easy on whoever they send to come help,” I told Al as we waited for the communications team to arrive. “You can be a bit much at times.”

      “I’m just going to pretend you didn’t say that.” Al sounded offended. The two smaller orbs detached from my vambrace and floated in the air to project her holographic body. The lights shot out of the small orbs, revealing her chosen form.

      Al was a tall woman with judging eyes and a robe draped across her body. She looked like she could be some kind of politician or business owner on Mars.

      “I will have you know that if I were a person, I would be a people person,” Al huffed with hands on her hips. “I just choose not to be polite. You can’t imagine how boring it is for me to stoop to your level of communication. I can only hope whatever crack tech team is on the way will be able to understand what I need them to build to be able to reach the Primordials.”

      “What are we going to build anyway?” I asked. “Some kind of giant super strong comm link?”

      Al looked at me deadpan.

      She patted me on the head, her golden holographic hand going through my hair.

      “There, there, boy,” Al patronized as if I were some kind of wolf cub. “Best not to worry your little head over it. You might hurt yourself.”

      I was thinking of a snarky comeback when the lift doors opened. Out came the most ragtag group of communications experts I had ever seen. There were three of them, each maneuvering a hover bot loaded down with equipment.

      A tall thin man sipping on what I assumed was nitro caf made his way toward us with a nod. Seeing Al in her holographic form didn’t seem to faze him.

      “Oh, I’m going to eat them alive,” Al muttered under her breath.

      “Nice holo projectors you have there,” the man said to Al. “How did you fabricate them? Cobalt alloy with miniature thrusters for stability? What are you using to power them?”

      “Probably rechargeable dura chip,” one of the other techs chimed in from the rear.

      “Riiiiiight,” the lead man said, taking another sip on his cup of caf.

      “Yes—yes that’s right,” Al said, taken aback for only a moment. “It seems not all of the human race are bumbling fools. Let’s get to work.”

      For the next few hours, Al instructed the team of three communications experts on what she would need and how to build it. I would be lying if I said I understood half of what they were talking about.

      More than once, I looked down at Butch and shrugged. The big she-wolf would give me a look and blow hot air out of her mouth in return.

      All I know is that on the many times different members had to leave to get various pieces of equipment, I’d ask them to bring me food. And boy, did they.

      I felt like I was a king eating printed food from the kitchens. I was in heaven. This GG research facility ate well, really well.

      Butch and I were in the middle of splitting our third printed meat sandwich when something started to happen.

      So far, Al and the team constructed what looked like a miniature beacon they pointed to the night sky. A dish with an antenna beeped with a red light that shone bright.

      The research team brought flood lights and positioned them around their work space.

      There were more wires and cords connected to the piece of tech than I cared to count.

      “Does that mean it’s working?” the lead communications expert asked Al. “I see the signal being sent.”

      “Oh, it’s working,” Al confirmed with a pleased smile. “They’ll receive the signal. Now it’s up to them to reach out to us. We don’t have the necessary technology required to speak to them. We can only hope to ping them and get a response.”

      And so we waited and waited and waited some more.

      I had no idea what time it was, but I was exhausted, and now with a full belly, I fell into a deep sleep.

      “Daniel, Daniel, wake up,” I heard Al say. Or was that Alerna? Their voices sounded so similar.

      I blinked groggy eyes open. I was alone on the rooftop save for a single figure in front of me. Butch, Al, the communications team were all gone. I knew I had to be dreaming, yet the fear that lived in my heart was so real.

      Past the roof I sat on, I could see the city of Elysium. It was on fire. Not just a building or two; the entire city. Dark plumes of smoke rose to a hungry sky above. Reds and oranges of the inferno ate at buildings like some ancient alien creature let loose from the gate.

      I stood up, joining who I knew must be Alerna. She had her back to me now, looking at the city beyond.

      “You got our message?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

      “Yes,” she said. “I’ll be better about reaching out to you over your comms. My species, the Primordials, have been mobilizing. We are about to embark now to come and aid you in your fight.”

      “The Darkening that killed the Nomads before you and nearly wiped your kind out is back,” I said, walking myself through the history of the universe. “You’ve defeated it before. How did you do it?”

      “At great cost,” Alerna murmured as if she were saddened by the memory. “At a cost too high. We cannot do it that way, not again.”

      “Was there a cure?” I questioned, trying to make the most out of the time I had with her. “You have to tell me. It’s spreading across the Earth, moon, and Mars right now. If you found a cure for it, you have to let us know.”

      “We never found a cure but a way to slow it,” Alerna said. “High levels of radiation slow the symbiote from controlling its host.”

      “That’s a start,” I answered. I had so many questions for her, it was difficult to organize my thoughts. “You spoke of another that could help defeat the Darkening. That was Chancellor Marie, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes, but it seems the Darkening got to her before she could prepare.” Alerna sighed. “I was too late.”

      “Why doesn’t Al remember anything about the Darkening and also why is she so rude?” I asked that last one to try and lighten the mood.

      It worked.

      Alerna chuckled.

      “Al was created to guard the sword when the Primordials left Earth to battle the Darkening in its second reemergence,” Alerna explained. “We chose to wipe her memory of the Darkening. If we hadn’t, she would have been driven mad at calculating our odds of defeating our enemy. She would have been locked in the underground installation, never knowing if we succeeded, always wondering if there would be a universe worth rejoining.”

      I massaged my temples with my hands, wrapping my mind around all the events that had taken place, the ones that were currently progressing, and what we should do in the future.

      “We will arrive soon to offer aid,” Alerna announced as if she could read my thoughts. Maybe my body language was enough. “In the meantime, you should know the symbiote will continue to spread and consume. It’ll look first to partner with the strongest of your species as hosts.”

      “You never answered my question,” I said, going back to the beginning of our conversation. “How did you defeat them before?”

      Alerna was quiet once more.

      “We didn’t,” Alerna said, so softly I almost missed the two words altogether. “We never truly beat them.”
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      “Excuse me?” I asked, wiggling a finger in my ear. “I must have a wax build-up or something. Did you just say you didn’t find a way to beat them?”

      “They were too many and too strong,” Alerna said, swallowing hard. “They were traveling from planet to planet, consuming as they went like a blanket of darkness being pulled over the universe. We used the book.”

      “You did what now?” I asked, trying to make sense of it all.

      “We used the Relic that is the book to open a portal to another dimension and trap the Darkening there,” Alerna admitted. “It was grisly work and we lost so many along the way. We never did save those who were infected by the Darkening; we just imprisoned them, and now, somehow it’s managed to get out.”

      “The book,” I repeated. “Maybe we can do it again. Maybe we can trap the Darkening inside a different dimension for a second time.”

      “It’s already escaped once. It will do so again.” Alerna shook her head. “This time, we must find a way to kill it permanently. Another question to add on to the ones we already have is how did the Darkening escape its prison in the first place?”

      “Somebody let it loose?” I queried. “Someone from our plane of existence?”

      “I don’t know, but it will be something we have to uncover if we are to truly defeat it once and for all,” Alerna answered. “We have a better chance this time. It’s contained now to only two planets and your moon. If we can stop it here and now, we have a chance. Once it begins to spread outside of your solar system and to the galaxy and then the universe, it’ll be too late again, as it once was.”

      I breathed a heavy sigh, thinking of all the implications this single conversation carried. I was beginning to realize what people dealt with when seeing me. Alerna was the being putting all the craziness out there in this relationship.

      It might have been good to see her if every conversation didn’t involve the end of humankind and the universe as we knew it.

      “So where do we go from here?” I asked Alerna. “We have a team studying the symbiote and Preacher is digging into how the symbiote got out of Australia and all the way to Mars.”

      “That is enough,” Alerna commented. “The Primordials who see this as the real threat it is are mobilizing. It’s a shame that even in our evolved culture, we cannot all agree. But those who come with me can handle the threat. I’ll begin to look into how the Darkening escaped in the first place.”

      “As far as how to defeat it, all we have is good old blasters and blades,” I answered. “I guess that’ll have to be enough until another way can be found.”

      “It will be enough.” Alerna sighed. “The symbiote works with its host offering strength, speed, and durability, but as you’ve seen, every created creature has its limits. Enough damage and in the right places and it’ll go down.”

      “Remind me, why me again?” I asked.

      “What do you mean?” Alerna wondered. “Why not you?”

      “How did I know you were going to say that?” I shook my head.

      “It’s time for you to wake up now,” Alerna said, turning to look at me as she placed a gentle hand on my left shoulder. “I’m sorry you have to bear this burden, but it has to be you. I’ll contact you via comms when I have more. Wake up now.”

      “We can just leave it running for now,” Al instructed the team of communications experts. “It’s working. It’ll be up to the Primordials to contact us now. Usually, this is where I’d offer a parting insult, but I have to say I’ve been pleasantly surprised by your collective level of knowledge. Granted, it did take us hours to complete; still, maybe there is hope for your primitive species.”

      “Thanks, I think,” the tall lead communications expert said.

      “Well, look at you, Sleeping Beauty is awake after all.” Al smirked, waving to me. “Come on; my back is killing me.”

      Al put both hands on her lower back, overdramatizing a stretch.

      “I’ve been carrying this team of ‘experts’ for the last few hours,” Al said, moving her hands from her back and using air quotes with her fingers when she said the word “experts.” “I could use a break.”

      I rose to my feet, stretching myself. Sleeping on the hard roof top felt like lying on solid rock. It was cold as a cripping ice tray as well. I waved a final goodbye to the communication team and headed down the lift with Al.

      “What time is it?” I asked as we entered the lift. “Actually, I don’t even want to know. But hey, I’ve got news.”

      I told Al everything as we headed for the second level where Preacher researched the travel route of the symbiote for the last several hours.

      Al remained quiet with a few nods and grunts.

      When we arrived at the second level and the doors opened, she hesitated.

      Both Butch and I looked at her as we stepped out of the lift.

      “It is comforting in a way that my creator cared enough about me to wipe the knowledge of the Darkening from my data banks but disturbing as well,” Al confessed, finally stepping from the lift into the hall.

      “Why’s that?” I asked.

      “Well, if they are willing to scrub a portion of my memory, I wonder what else they’ve chosen to remove,” Al mused, furrowing her brow. “Usually, when one admits to something, they do not admit to all of the truth, just a portion of it. Is it possible these Primordials are not what we always thought they were?”

      Al looked at my confused face.

      “Sorry, I forgot who I was speaking with,” Al goaded. “I’ll break it down in little words so you can understand.”

      “Thank you,” I said, deflecting her venom. “Go on.”

      “You said they never defeated the Darkening and only trapped them. But they also said the Darkening consumed planets,” Al explained then paused. “So they sentenced entire planets to this other dimension? And now when their mess is spilling over to our universe again, they aren’t even sending all their forces to help? Only a portion of them are coming? I mean, I realize that perhaps I should have more allegiance to my creators, but something just doesn’t add up.”

      We walked the rest of the way in silence.

      Al helped herself to a layout of the Galactic Government Facility that we now knew was Hellas. She knew where Preacher was and I followed her.

      This level, unlike level nine where the Chancellor lay resting, was not as heavily guarded. We passed a few helmetless Praetorians on duty. Once I flashed them my all-access card, they nodded and just stared at Butch.

      This level, unlike any of the others, was a maze of twisting halls leading to wide rooms. There were massive screens on walls and data analysts going over reports and information from the moon to Earth and Mars.

      This was where we found Preacher. He was in one of the rooms with the lights all but turned off. Only a faint glow came from overhead as well as the wall of monitors he studied.

      He was alone at the moment, a cup of nitro caf in his hand as he stood with his arms crossed, staring at the latest screen he pulled up.

      “They didn’t give you any help?” I said, announcing myself as we walked in. I had a feeling he heard us down the hall but just wanted to be sure.

      “Oh, there were some techs in here for a few hours. I had them pull everything I needed then let them go,” Preacher stated, taking a sip from his cup. The cup read “Praetorians Lead the Way.”

      “Cracking their security and sifting through the data now,” Al said, going over to the wall of monitors and staring wide-eyed at the data.

      “You don’t have to break into their system,” Preacher reminded her. “They’ve given us full access, anything we need.”

      “Oh, I know it’s just funnier for me this way,” Al admitted.

      “Why do I get the feeling if we asked Al to take down the GG and plummet mankind into another Dark Age, she’d get a kick out of it?” I asked, sidling up to Preacher.

      “Because you’d probably be right,” Preacher said, nodding to a desk on his right where a canister of nitro caf sat steaming with extra cups beside it. “Help yourself. Figured it was going to be a late night full of crazy.”

      “Oh, you haven’t even heard crazy yet,” I said, pouring myself a cup of caf as I gave him the short version of my meeting with Alerna in my dream.

      “I’m getting too old for this.” Preacher sighed, rolling his neck around his shoulders and sending out a loud crack.

      “Well, I’m well-versed in what happened with the symbiote in Australia and its journey here,” Al said, turning away from the monitor. “I have two working theories.”

      “I’ve been poring over the data for hours,” Preacher said, blinking a few times. “I don’t even know why I bothered. Brainiac over here could have done it in minutes.”

      “Seconds, actually,” Al corrected him. “I was just giving you two time to finish talking. But, please, you go first. I want to know what you’ve come up with on your own.”

      Preacher looked at her, deadpan. He picked up a black clicker and pressed the first button. The largest screen on the wall showed an image of a flat Earth. A red mark showed on Australia.

      “I’ve been building a timeline from when the symbiote in Australia was discovered to when the Chancellor was ambushed,” Preacher explained. “It’s a short window. The Darkening had to have help. There’s no way it made its way to Mars on its own. It would be impossible.”

      “Not impossible but highly unlikely,” Al corrected again. “You’re doing good, Cyclops, you’re doing good. Keep going. I’m almost impressed.”

      “From when the Galactic Government arrived to assist the New Republic forces in Australia to the point when the Chancellor was ambushed only two days took place,” Preacher bit his bottom lip. “In those two days, this symbiote managed to infect, spread, and travel to Mars.”

      “Two days,” I repeated, shaking my head. “That seems impossible. There had to be someone helping it along. Someone from the Galactic Government.”

      “It gets better.” Preacher eyed Al to see if she was going to interrupt again. When she didn’t, he continued. “Reports out of Australia from the Galactic Government state the symbiote was contained. Even now they state there has been no breach of the alien threat. They believe they had it dealt with and under control.”

      “Can we track travel from Australia to Mars in that window?” I asked, trying to figure out how the symbiote managed to escape. “Flight logs?”

      “That’s where things get interesting.” Preacher clicked through a few slides until he landed on one that showed a line from Earth to the moon and then to Mars. “There were dozens of GG ships traveling during that time, but none directly from Australia to Elysium. One, however, did make a brief stop at the moon and then stayed there. The Covenant, the Vice Chancellor’s private corvette, went to Australia to contain the virus then went to the moon and has been there ever since. What jumped out at me was the time frame. The Vice Chancellor was boots on the ground in Australia for hours before he was headed to the moon.”

      “But if he stayed there, why is this important?” I asked.

      “He stayed there, but his ship did not,” Preacher continued. “The Covenant landed in Elysium the morning of the Chancellor’s attack.”

      “This has to be a stretch at best,” I said, trying to work the problem over in my sleep-addled mind. I had gotten an hour, two at the most on the rooftop, but I knew I needed more. “You think the Vice Chancellor is infected and then the symbiote infected his Praetorians and sent them to Mars?”

      “It’s a long shot, but that is the only ship that was in Australia and back to Mars in the timeframe from when the GG went to Earth to when the Chancellor was attacked,” Preacher said, looking over at Al. “Go ahead, Brainiac, I know you’ve just been biding your time.”

      “I have to concur, that is our best lead.” Al nodded. “The only other possibility that computes is a second arrival of the Darkening outside of Australia that has not yet been reported. However, given the data that we do have, that is the only logical explanation. But you’re not asking yourself the million-credit question.”

      “Did the Vice Chancellor know he was transporting the symbiote or did it latch on to him as a host?” I wondered.

      “There’s no way to tell until we find him,” Preacher answered. “He hasn’t provided any statements or video calls since he landed on the moon, at least as far as we know.”

      Preacher stifled a yawn as he said the last words. Despite the highly effective nitro caf, there wasn’t a whole lot even its heavenly aroma could muster against the weight of sheer exhaustion we both felt.

      Preacher yawning made me do the same a moment later.

      “You two need sleep,” Al said as a matter of fact. “It’s three in the morning right now and you’ve been going nonstop. Well, Daniel cheated and had a nap, but besides that.”

      “Is it really considered cheating if I was working while I slept?” I inquired. “I mean, I think I was still on the clock talking with Alerna about the Darkening.”

      “I’m sure you would think that.” Al rolled her eyes. “You two sleep. I’ll begin pulling the thread on the Vice Chancellor. We can pursue that route when you wake.”

      “I didn’t know you cared so much about our wellbeing,” Preacher teased, giving the AI a sly grin. “It warms my cold heart, Al.”

      “Please, go now before I regret saying anything.” Al waved us off with a dismissive hand. “I’ll have news for you when you wake.”
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      Preacher and I followed her directions to the barracks on level three. It turned out the sleeping arrangement on Hellas wasn’t half bad. Preacher and I each got our own little room with an attached bathroom area.

      I was able to wash the days of travel and stink off me and it felt glorious. I dried off with the towel and fell into bed before I could decide whether or not to put my dirty clothes back on.

      Before I closed my eyes, I saw Butch circling the floor next to my bed a few times before she too lay down.

      I wonder if I should bathe her too, I thought to myself as sleep came for me.

      I’m not sure how long I slept. The room I was in didn’t have a window outside. It didn’t have much of anything really. There was the bed and a dresser for clothes then the attached bathroom and that was it.

      Whoever designed these rooms didn’t take into consideration a giant wolf might be spending the night. The space on the floor Butch took up next to my bed made it nearly impossible to walk.

      It wasn’t a knock that woke me or even the comm unit. It was Al’s voice.

      “Oh, my eyes!”

      Butch barked and I was thrown from the blissful nothingness of deep slumber right back into the chaos.

      “What? What’s wrong?” I asked, sitting up in bed and reaching for my MK II on the dresser beside me.

      “Everything,” Al moaned. “Everything is wrong. I can never unsee what I just saw. Do you have no shame, Daniel. I’m an AI, for goodness sake. If seducing me was the first step in your master plan, what was the second?”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked, only realizing now that the towel I had been sleeping in had slipped off. “Oh.”

      I grabbed the towel with my free hand and covered myself.

      Butch growled something.

      “I am looking away,” Al told the she-wolf. “You think I came in here expecting to see that? Trust me, viewing all of the male anatomy was not on my to-do list today.”

      Butch lifted her head to the ceiling and let off a low howl.

      “I will not,” Al said, aghast. “How rude.”

      “So what’s going on?” I questioned, placing the MK II on the bed beside me and standing up with the towel secured from the waist down.

      “I came to wake you,” Al answered. “I worked the last eight hours—”

      “Eight hours!” I asked, surprised.

      “I didn’t stutter,” Al huffed, moving on. “Anyway, I’ve discovered some very interesting nuggets of information. However, more importantly, the Vice Chancellor himself is set to address the solar system in fifteen minutes over a live holo feed.”

      “You should have led with that,” I scolded, reaching for my dirty clothes.

      “Wait,” Al started, slapping my hand as I reached for my worn pants. The slap only passed through my hand in her holographic form. “As soon as I came in here and saw the nudity on display, I ordered clean clothes for you and Preacher. They are on the way.”

      Al was right. There was a knock on the door a moment later. I opened the door to a wide-eyed female custodian who handed me a perfectly folded pair of pants, a shirt, and even underwear.

      She looked at my half-dressed state and then at Al and Butch in the background.

      “You don’t want to know,” Al said over my shoulder.

      “Thank you,” I told the woman, taking my clothes then shutting the door.

      Al turned away and even Butch put her back to me as I changed.

      “Preacher’s already awake,” Al informed me as I put on the offered clothes. “We can watch the briefing in the cafeteria so you two can feed your mouth holes at the same time. After that, I’ll let you know what I found. Hurry now, we just have a few minutes.”

      The clothes fit perfectly, black tactical pants with a short sleeve black shirt to match. We exited my room at the same time Preacher stepped out of his.

      “Food’s this way, hurry,” Al said, taking the lead down the hall. “We have five minutes before the briefing begins.”

      The cafeteria was everything I dreamt that it could be. Food stations were set up at various intervals with everything printed you could imagine from seafood to steaks and fruit.

      It was apparent to me Hellas research station was not military. Although there was a heavy Praetorian presence here now to defend the compound, this was a building intended for the very best minds to come learn and collaborate.

      I, for one, wasn’t going to let any of this high-end printed food go to waste. I loaded up on four different plates before I joined Preach and Al at a table.

      There were other Praetorians and members of various research teams, but none I recognized. Tables were spread out across the floor with monitors all tuned to the same station mounted on the walls.

      Right now, the image was of an empty podium. Under the podium, a banner of text scrolled by that read, “Vice Chancellor Vincent Mandrake to address solar system shortly.”

      I lowered two of the plates with meat down to the ground for Butch to hungrily gobble up. I returned to my own plates just in time to see a man with a ready smile and pristinely pressed suit approach the podium.

      I’d seen the Vice Chancellor’s name before, but honestly, politics didn’t really interest me. I saw no reason to sit and brood on topics unless I planned to actually do something about it. Control what you can control, right?

      Vice Chancellor Mandrake stood in front of the podium now with a retinue of his staff filling the stage just behind him.

      I leaned in, focusing on his eyes, nose, and mouth, anything that would give me a hint that he was infected by our alien visitors.

      The camera was too far away to see anything in detail, but I imagined if the Vice Chancellor had any kind of green sludge coming from his orifices, we would know. It would be obvious enough.

      For all intents and purposes, he was clean.

      “Citizens of Earth, Mars, and the moon,” the Vice Chancellor began in a strong voice, his penetrating eyes looking up into the monitor in front of him. “We have been dealing with a threat these last few days that I’m sure you are aware of and rightly concerned with. There is an unknown virus we are working to understand and contain. The virus as we know it affects people in a strange way, turning them dangerous and even violent. It seems no one is immune: citizen, Praetorian, rich or poor. This is an enemy we all face together.”

      So far, the Vice Chancellor had me won over. I couldn’t help but like that powerful voice and strong presence. I could see why people voted for him. Of course, he neglected to tell the people it was an alien symbiote we were dealing with here. I would have rather he told the truth, but I could imagine the panic if he said we were under our second alien threat in as many months.

      The people were still reeling from the Voy invasion. Their minds were grappling with the thought of countless threats beyond our measly solar system. It was a heavy burden to bear. At times, I found myself wondering how many aliens wanted to kill us beyond our own galaxy or maybe even within our galaxy.

      “Rest assured we have all of our assets working on understanding this new threat, creating a cure for it, and healing our moon and planets,” the Vice Chancellor affirmed with a head nod toward the camera. “Right now, we understand the virus spreads from human to human by contact. My colleagues behind me will take the podium in a moment to discuss the best ways to avoid contracting the virus and what to do if you think you or someone you know has it. My last words here are to let the citizens of our great society know that I have enacted Title 77. That will allow outside corporations to head in and assist our government. The key thing to see here is that the virus is moving from human to human and cannot affect robots or AIs.”

      Up to this  point, I was going to town eating my food while listening. My jaw worked overtime tasting delicious morsel after delicious morsel. I stopped here as I realized where the Vice Chancellor was going with all of this.

      “Corporations like Phoenix, Hyperion, and Valkyrie will be throwing their full support into manufacturing robots to help patrol our streets and aid the Praetorian element in all of our cities,” Vice Chancellor Mandrake continued. “Each Praetorian has a family like all of us. I want to protect them going forward while dealing with this new threat. We’ll have robotic soldiers on our front lines with Praetorians to support them effective immediately. We will live through this, we will endure, and we will arise stronger on the other side. Thank you and may the Lord of the Way bless us.”

      Everyone in the cafeteria began to whisper and mutter to one another on both sides of the conversation. Already I heard some for and against the new order.

      I looked over at Preacher for his take.

      “Robot soldiers,” Preacher muttered, shoving some printed eggs into his mouth. “There’s a lot that can go wrong there.”

      I looked over at Al next, sure she had an opinion on the matter.

      I never got the chance to ask her.

      An explosion so fierce it shattered the window on our level erupted from somewhere right outside the building.
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      The concussive blast nearly threw me from my seat.

      Alarms flashed red warnings in the cafeteria. People were screaming and yelling for help and answers no one had.

      I rose from my seat, making sure Butch and Preacher were okay. Butch jumped around barking, ready to sink her teeth into whoever or whatever caused the explosion.

      Likewise, Preacher was on his feet, ready to go. He made an imposing figure. Dressed in all black like me, he wore his katana over his right shoulder.

      Weapon fire cascaded through the air somewhere close. Drawing my MK II, I headed for the blown-out windows to my right.

      Cold wind whipped through the aperture as I looked out down below. We were on the third floor right above the entrance to the research facility.

      My eyes surveyed the battle below, immediately realizing what happened. Some kind of large hover vehicle, a city dump truck maybe, barreled straight through the Praetorian barricades.

      Lucky for the Praetorians on duty, the truck toppled over on its left side and skidded to a halt right before striking the building. Unlucky for those below, the vehicle also detonated.

      Whether there were explosives set to go off in the vehicle or that was just the fuel supply igniting from the crash, I didn’t know.

      Past the charred wreckage of both the heavy vehicle and the demolished cement barricades and fences, a new threat washed over those below. It looked like something out of a nightmare.

      I can’t think of things more disturbing than what I saw next. From the smoking vehicle’s rear hatch, figures began to emerge. Not just one or two, but ten, maybe twenty men and women.

      Some of them were still on fire, a few of them walked with limps as if they had twisted ankles or knees in the crash. All of them were infected.

      Even from my vantage point three stories up, I could see the green symbiote calling card dripping from their noses, ears, eyes, and mouth. They all carried weapons of their own.

      Heavy blasters opened up on the confused Praetorians below. More explosions detonated as grenades were lobbed toward the building. The assault on Hellas had begun.

      “I’ve got to get down there!” I yelled over to Preacher.

      “Go!” Preacher shouted, already running for the stairwell next to the lift on this level. “We’ll be right behind you.”

      Preacher and Butch took off at a sprint for the stairs. I had a different approach in mind.

      “You are one suicidal son of a laxorian bruha,” Al said with a sigh. The pair of holo projectors zipped to my left vambrace even as the words escaped her holographic lips. “But then again, I guess so am I.”

      I jumped from the third story of the facility to the hard cement ground below. Not only was I not prepared for battle, I didn’t have any kind of vest or helmet to boot.

      I came down hard on the ground below, rolling to try and absorb some of the impact. My enhanced frame handled the landing nicely. Not so much as a sprained ankle from the fall.

      The symbiote-infected humans had already reached the front doors of the compound, overwhelming the defenders through surprise and sheer stamina. There wasn’t a whole lot one side could do when the other side could take a dozen blaster rounds and still keep coming.

      It also didn’t work in our favor that the Praetorians on guard were not wearing helmets thanks to the new regulations.

      “Retreat back inside the building, back inside—”

      The head of the Praetorian who had been shouting the order suddenly evaporated into a shower of gore and blood as some kind of heavy round found his skull.

      All around me, the Praetorians who stood their ground were getting cut down and those who turned to run were getting the same treatment.

      “Their heads!” Al shouted over the din. “Heads and hearts. Aim for the targets you would on a normal human. Yes, they are enhanced, but their heads and hearts are still targets of opportunity. With enough trauma, they won’t be getting back up.”

      I tested Al’s theory, finding cover behind a cement planter to my left. I popped up, firing five tungsten steel rounds into the closest target. It looked like a business woman in her mid-thirties. I saw the madness in her eyes. Her mouth formed a howl as she lifted a pair of blasters in my direction.

      I pulled my trigger and aimed at her chest five times, sending rounds deep into her sternum and ribcage over the area of her heart. With each impact, the woman jolted and staggered back as if she were going to fall.

      Her hands dropped to her side as she reeled under the violent damage done to her body. She spasmed, on the verge of dying. I sent one more shot straight to her heart before she fell.

      Al was right, but a lot of good that did for me right now. I didn’t exactly have six rounds I could spare to each of their hearts or heads. Plus, this one didn’t even have on armor.

      Then time was up, and dozens of symbiote controlled humans converged on my position. The Praetorians were scattered and trying to regroup. Some fled the entrance altogether; others were taking defensive positions inside the first floor lobby.

      “Rally to the lobby, rally to the lobby,” I heard Shane’s voice pierce the confusion on the comms. “I have reinforcements from all floors converging there now.”

      I stood up to cover the retreat of the few Praetorians who remained outside.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw one of them screaming. He was on his back as one of the infected oozed green slime into his eyes and mouth.

      I was about to move to help him, when I was tackled to the ground. It seemed I had been the apple of one of the other infected’s eye. I reached up, trying to get hold of the symbiote’s face and shove it to the side to avoid the same fate as the Praetorian I had just seen.

      “Don’t let him spit a loogie in your face!” Al warned.

      “No crip!” I shouted back, finally getting a grip on the face of the man on top of me and forcing it to his left.

      He yelled something I couldn’t understand. It wasn’t like I was going to politely ask him to repeat himself. He was heavy and must have been some kind of power lifter when he was still one hundred percent human.

      I imagined he was saying something like, “We are the only future you can hope for” or “Accept your evolution.”

      I really didn’t know and I didn’t care much either. All I focused on at the moment was keeping his head turned. When I was sure his head couldn’t turn to his right any more, I twisted with a final violent motion.

      His hands groping for my neck were immediately stilled. He slumped on top of me. The brute had to be a good two hundred and fifty pounds. With focused effort, I shoved him off me.

      Behind me, the shattered doors into the building offered absolutely zero cover. I had to go anyway.

      “Daniel, get up!” I heard Preacher yell from the lobby.

      I looked up to see Butch barreling for me.

      The wolf grabbed me by the sleeve of my shirt and pulled me into the building lobby.

      I staggered along with her.

      For whatever the reason, the infected outside were neither firing into the lobby nor entering the building as of yet. It was like they had decided to stop and regroup right outside, even when they had the advantage.

      Inside, Shane and Preacher were directing a group of Praetorians where to maneuver the sparse furniture to provide maximum cover for the inevitable attack.

      Shane saw me stumble inside and came over to me with his hand on the butt of his blaster.

      “Did they get you?” he asked as serious as death. “Daniel, you need to tell me if you’re infected.”

      I looked down at my hands and arms. They were covered with the green fluid the symbiote used to spread.

      “No,” I assured him honestly. “I don’t know. I don’t think so.”

      The muscle in Shane’s jaw tightened as he held his blaster in its holster, deciding what to do with me in that moment.

      I was preparing myself to fight Shane if he drew the weapon.

      I saw Preacher approach behind Shane with his humming red katana in hand.

      Thankfully, Shane decided to let me be.

      “I don’t see any on your face,” Shane said, releasing the hold on his blaster. “We need to get you washed off ASAP, though.”

      Preacher relaxed, placing his blade back in the sheath on his back.

      I wiped the green fluid off my arms as best I could using my pants and shirt.

      “What do you think they’re doing out there?” Preacher asked, making his presence known to Shane now. “They had the chance to overwhelm us and press the attack. Why do you think they stopped?”

      We all turned to look outside.

      I heard a few screams and moans from the fallen Praetorians unable to escape.

      “Are they—are they eating them?” Shane choked, trying to mask the disbelief in his voice.

      “Not eating, turning them, infecting,” I said, drawing my axe and knife from my belt. “We have to go. We have to stop them.”

      Shane was about to gather a group of Praetorians to push forward when one of the infected stepped through the entryway to the lobby.

      This one was a girl, a teenager, maybe, if that. She was bloodied with sharp green eyes and pigtails.

      “We have an offer,” the girl said with her hands in the air, making sure we knew she didn’t carry a weapon of any kind. “We have an offer for you. Give us the Chancellor and live. If you refuse, this facility will be overrun and you all will become evolved with your own symbiote.”

      “Oh my.” Al slightly chuckled. “This is so disturbing. I think the only way it could have been worse is if it was an infected clown delivering this ultimatum.”

      I didn’t disagree with her. The girl in front of us wore a dress drenched in blood and green fluid. Her feet were bare. A smile played across her lips as she waited for an answer.

      “You are attacking a Galactic Government research facility,” Shane said, drawing the blaster from its holster. “You and your kind are ordered to surrender yourself immediately or I swear to whatever deity you hold most dear, we will cut you down even if you choose to hide behind human children, you sick sadistic alien piece of crip.”

      I had to say I liked Shane’s choice of words, but I didn’t like our odds. There were maybe twenty Praetorians in the lobby with at least that many infected outside. Actually, probably more than that now that they managed to turn a few more Praetorians to their side.

      “We are growing stronger, more numerous,” the girl scoffed, losing the smile on her face. “We are evolving. Our species is taking to our hosts quicker. Soon our evolution will continue to the point where the fluid we use to carry us into a host will have run its course and become obsolete. In a short time our evolution will be complete and we  will look more and more like you until there is no difference at all.”

      I didn’t like that thought one bit.

      “How will you find us then?” the girl sneered. “When we look like your sisters, brothers, mothers, and fathers. Who will you trust when we turn brother against brother and sister against mother? We will breed fear until your own fear and paranoia consume you.”

      The little girl lifted her hands now and dropped them with intention.

      From outside, we heard the running of feet. Infected figures appeared around barriers and corners at a full charge.

      “Praetorians!” Shane roared into the faces of the enemy. “Prepare to defend yourselves!”

      “Arroo!” the Praetorians shouted as they selected positions from what cover was available and lifted their weapons to bear.

      “Head and center body mass!” I bellowed. “They want to pretend they’re something more, but they’re still partially human. They still die.”

      The horde of infected came at us, firing weapons as an afterthought. Their main priority, it was obvious now, was to reach our lines.

      Sloppy incoming weapons fire scorched walls and the ceiling around us.

      “Fire!” Shane bellowed.
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      The amount of firepower pumped from the Praetorians into the horde of infected was something truly biblical. Windows shattered, and blasts echoed off the tall ceilings as the horde of symbiote-human fusions charged our location with abandon.

      I watched as the infected were pulverized with blaster fire. One took six blaster rounds to the head before going down. Another infected wearing full Praetorian armor kept coming, his body wearing so many scorch marks, I wasn’t sure how he was still standing. I took it upon myself to meet this threat.

      So far, Shane and the rest of the Praetorians present were holding their own with an impressive amount of firepower meeting the enemy’s incoming charge. I focused on targets able to take the most amount of damage thanks to their armor, the infected Praetorians.

      I stood to the right of our lines near the front booth where a GG AI stood in shock. I wasn’t sure if his programming was able to compute what was going on here. He looked on with an open mouth, unable to do anything to help or hinder the enemy’s progress.

      An infected Praetorian wildly firing his weapon took a round to his chest and left leg but kept coming.

      I stepped forward to meet him, hurling my axe through the air as hard as my enhanced muscles could muster. If I was ever wondering what would happen when a GG helmet came up against the axe blade of obsidian steel, I now knew the answer.

      My aim was true, sending the blade of the axe into the face of the helmet at least an inch deep. Why the infected Praetorian wore a helmet now was something I didn’t know. Perhaps he had placed it on for added protection after he was infected.

      I knew my axe had to have sliced the symbiote’s face, at least a little. I motioned with my right hand for the axe to return to my grip. The recallers I wore on each wrist instructed the weapon to return via a powerful magnetic pull.

      It was so powerful, in fact, it brought the helmet and Praetorian attached to it with it. The axe flew back to my hand, dragging a stumbling Praetorian along for the ride.

      Thinking on the fly, I brought the knife in my left hand up under the chin of the Praetorian where his armored color met the bottom of his helmet. The only thing protecting exposed flesh there was a thin layer of a synthprene suit.

      Abandoning the hold on his own weapon, which had run dry, he grabbed my neck. Sawing with my blade across his throat, I ripped the axe out of his helmet.

      I ignored the gurgling coming from under his helmet. I assumed he was talking about how the Darkening was humanity’s truth or evolution or such nonsense.

      It was grisly work, but within a few seconds, his hold on my throat lessened. No matter how strong these symbiotes made their human hosts, blood loss was blood loss. The human body, even enhanced, could only take so much trauma.

      The Praetorian in front of me sank to his knees as if he had forgotten to stand all of a sudden. The next thing I knew, he slumped forward, his throat leaking like a broken hose.

      Fighting took place all around us now as a new wave of infected reached the shattered doors of the research facility and charged for our lines. Where the reinforcements had come from I wasn’t sure, and to be honest, it didn’t matter at the time. They were here and we had to deal with them.

      This wasn’t like any fight I had taken part in before. This enemy gave zero thought about charging into the fire head first. They didn’t dodge, dive for cover, or try and stop to effectively fire their own weapons. They just came.

      From every walk of life, creed, religion, or race, the symbiotes didn’t discriminate. I saw children, grandparents, and teenagers among them sprinting forward.

      Everywhere, the infected were reaching our lines, ripping at Praetorian weapons or just tackling them to the ground.

      I waded in, trying to bear the brunt of the attack along with Butch and Preacher.

      Al spoke via our comm unit. She shouted in my ear over the sounds of screams and weapons discharge.

      “Butch should be fine from the symbiotes’ spread,” Al said in my ear as I swung my axe into the side of the head of an infected dressed as a businessman. “It’s you and Preacher I’m worried about. You need protection and now.”

      I saw Butch nearly cut an infected in half to my right. She hit the older man so violently, it looked like he crumpled in two, breaking his back.

      Preacher’s blade hummed on my left, slicing through armor and bone as if it wasn’t there at all.

      I front-kicked an infected Praetorian who charged me, sending him flying back.

      I had no idea if my enhanced biology would be enough to fight off the symbiote if I was infected. I knew for sure Preacher wouldn’t be able to.

      I took a step to my rear, putting my vulnerable back to Preacher’s. I could hear him breathing hard as he cut down another and then another of the infected symbiotes.

      They were coming less often now as if we had endured the initial surge and now only had to deal with those around us.

      The floor was soaked in blood and bodies. I holstered my axe and knife, reaching down for a Hyperion Mark Seven with a full-charged pack. It was probably dropped by one of the infected Praetorians charging our lines.

      I put it to good use, obliterating the head of an infected in front of me with a burst of five rounds. I turned my gaze to a second, who charged me so quickly, I barely had time to aim and fire.

      It was bound to happen with so much violence in the air. I fired my weapon too close. The woman was nearly on me when I pointed the weapon at her head and stroked the trigger.

      A spray of her bodily fluid erupted into the air between us and splattered across my open eyes and mouth. With so many bodies and rounds flying through the air, I should have come better prepared. But who was I kidding, this battle had come to me in the middle of breakfast; there was no time to prepare, only react.

      Panic instructed me to spit, clean my eyes, and wipe my face with the back of my hand, but I understood the uselessness in the act. The symbiote was already inside me, already a part of me.

      Keep fighting, I told myself. If you’re going to become one of them, then you fight right now to kill as many as you can. If the Darkening thinks you’re going easy, it has another think coming.

      I gave my panic a voice in action. I moved like a man possessed, using the rifle in my hands until it was empty. I turned it into a club before dropping it in favor of my axe and knife yet again.

      I moved, waiting to feel what, I wasn’t sure. I wasn’t sure what to expect from the introduction of the symbiote in my system. Did I just black out and lose all memory of who I was? Would it be a steady phasing out of my consciousness to herald in a new one?

      Most of all, I thought of Cassie.

      I tripped the last infected, who tried to use his own spent blaster as a handheld weapon across my jaw. Bringing the axe down as hard as I could, I split his skull in two.

      “Al, Al, I’m not sure how much time I have left, but I’m infected,” I said in a rush of words. “I need you to tell Cassie—”

      “You’re not infected,” Al interrupted as the sound of battle died out around us.

      “I am,” I argued. “I took a mouthful of that green stuff. I just need you to listen.”

      “As the smartest one in this conversation,” Al insisted, “I’m going to have to disagree with you yet again. You are not infected. Your enhanced metabolism has fought off the symbiote, rejecting the alien threat altogether.”

      “Oh,” I said, feeling foolish. “I had a whole last speech and everything prepared.”

      “I’m sure you did,” Al said with relief in her voice. “I’m just glad I didn’t have to listen to that train wreck.”

      “If my body was able to reject the symbiote, then maybe there’s hope for a cure,” I reasoned, my mind racing with the possibilities. “Maybe whatever Immortal Corp did to me all those years before can help. Maybe—”

      “Daniel,” Preacher’s voice was so still and calm in the middle of what had been a hurricane of insanity I immediately knew something was wrong.

      I turned around, expecting the worst.

      I wasn’t disappointed.

      Preacher’s face was covered in bio-luminescent green liquid.
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      I wasn’t going to give up on him. I knew the fight that lived inside Preacher. Alerna told me radiation slowed the symbiote. As soon as we saw that Preacher and a few of the other Praetorians were infected, we rushed them to sub-level one where Monica and her father waited to help.

      Shane radioed ahead, but in the few minutes it took us to travel to the research level, there were already visible effects taking place.

      I stood with Preacher as he lay under a square lamp that shone radiation down on him. We were in a small room off to the side of a wider hall. I could hear screams and the sound of blasters detonating as other infected Praetorians turned before the radiation could take effect.

      In my room, Monica Warden sat behind a protective barrier, shielding her from the radiation and monitoring Preacher.

      “Daniel,” Monica called through a speaker into the room. “You might want to step away from the table. We’re doing all we can. No reason to expose you to the radiation as well. I know you’ll heal but still.”

      “I’m fine,” I answered, colder than I intended. The truth was I wasn’t fine. How could I be when the man I looked up to, one of my last real friends, lay on the table in front of me and I was helpless to do anything about it?

      Preacher lay on a flat table under the radiation light. A cuff around his right upper arm monitored his vitals.

      It wasn’t like Alerna gave me exact dosages and details on how to administer the radiation. I could hear Al and Monica exchanging notes and ideas in the background.

      “Stop looking at me like I’m about to die,” Preacher muttered. He opened his one good eye and looked over at me. “I’m not gone yet. Got to stick around to see you and Cassie get married and have babies.”

      “What? I’m not having any babies.” I snorted, taken off guard.

      “Sure, that’s what they all say.” Preacher smiled then coughed. His face contorted into a mask of pain. He looked over to his left and vomited off the table.

      “Easy, easy there,” I said, running over to a table in the corner of the room and searching the drawers for any kind of cloth until I found one. I went over, wiping the liquid from his mouth. “What were you eating anyway?”

      “Probably the spicy sausage from breakfast this morning,” Preacher mumbled. “Bad choice; it doesn’t taste so good coming up.”

      I used the cloth to clean the vomit from his beard. The strange thing is it didn’t even seem that weird. I’d do anything for him. The most out-of-place thing for me now was feeling so helpless.

      I was used to having a plan or diving in headfirst and figuring things out as I went. Right now, there wasn’t much to do.

      Preacher swallowed hard, letting out a long breath. He closed his eye and rested.

      The deadly mercenary didn’t seem so deadly now. He lay there silent and still. I couldn’t tell if it was my imagination or he already looked a bit gaunt and tired.

      “This is all still so new to us. I’m working with Al to figure out the correct dosage and length given at the moment,” Monica relayed through the speakers. “Preacher, how are you feeling? I know that might be a silly question. Let me rephrase. What are you feeling?”

      Preacher lay there so long with his one good eyes closed, I thought he might be asleep or worse.

      “I feel tired, worn even,” Preacher said with his eye still closed. “Like a boot used long past its prime.”

      “You just hang in there; you’re doing great,” Monica answered. “Al and I will determine how much longer to keep you under and then we’ll get you somewhere more comfortable to rest.”

      Preacher didn’t answer.

      I stood there with this vomit-covered towel in my hand, feeling useless and helpless as could be. I hated that feeling. More than anything else, I wanted to take action. My mind raced with the possibility of a cure or perhaps that whatever was done to me by Immortal Corp could be replicated and done once more to Preacher. Perhaps an antidote could be made from my blood or a dozen other possibilities.

      “I need you to do two things for me,” Preacher said, finally turning his head in my direction. “I need you to promise you’ll do it.”

      “Whatever you need,” I asserted, nodding my head along with my words, eager to take action. “Whatever I can do. You know I will.”

      “I have a family,” Preacher said in a tired voice. “I had a family. They don’t want anything to do with me now. I haven’t spoken to them in years. I had a wife and a son. I let them down. I didn’t deserve them. I didn’t know what I had. I wasn’t the man then that I hope I am now.”

      A tear slid down from Preacher’s eye.

      I didn’t have words to comfort, but I could take action.

      I took his calloused hand in my own and held on tight.

      His return grip was feeble at best.

      “I, uh—I just need them to know that I’m sorry, that there’s no excuse, but I’m sorry.” Preacher stopped to let out a deep, hacking cough. “I’ve been giving money to them over the years in various ways they don’t know about, a long lost relative left my wife a small fortune, my son won a scholarship no one has ever heard of to pay for his schooling, and such. I don’t care about them knowing that, but I do care about them knowing that I’ve changed. That I was able to do something good and hopefully provide a better future for them in some way.”

      “I’ve got it,” I vowed. “I’ll find them. I’ll tell them. But you’re going to tell them yourself. Do you understand? I’m not going to give up on you. You don’t give up on me.”

      “Giving up isn’t who we are,” Preacher answered. “Giving up is never part of the plan. But I need you to promise me that if I’m going to be turned and become one of them, that you won’t let that happen. I’ll fall on my sword before I let that happen, but if I’m too weak or can’t for whatever reason, you have to promise me you’ll do it.”

      I knew what he wanted me to say. I just didn’t know if I could do it when and if the time came.

      “Promise me, Daniel,” Preacher said. “There’s no one else here I can trust. Al’s a cold-hearted brum I’m sure she would do it in a second if she had hands, but since she doesn’t, it has to be you.”

      I would have laughed if it had been under any other circumstance. He was probably right.

      “Promise me,” Preacher repeated, trying to get up to a sitting position. For a moment, his hand gripped mine harder. He gave in to fatigue, falling back down with a deep violent coughing fit.

      “Okay, okay,” I said, swallowing hard. “If things go that way, but they won’t. You’re going to fight this and then you’re going to go tell your family what you’ve become. You hear me? You, not me.”

      Preacher leaned back, resting from his coughing fit. He seemed content with that for the time.

      “It’s strange what you find important at the end,” Preacher said, sounding tired. “I’ve been so afraid to reach out to them and now that’s the only thing I want to do. All the things in this world don’t matter; just the people, just the relationships.”

      “Daniel?” Monica called quietly from the safety of her isolated room with the controls. “As far as we can tell, he’s stable. It worked. We’re going to continue to monitor him and see how the radiation impacts the symbiote. For now, he just needs rest. We’re going to do what we can to make him comfortable.”

      “Okay,” I replied, giving Preacher’s hand one last squeeze.

      “I have my fight ahead of me and you have yours,” I told the aged warrior. “I’ll find a way to win mine. You do the same.”

      “Can’t kill my spirit,” Preacher answered. “I’m not giving up, Mijo. Nothing’s over.”

      “Nothing’s over until we win,” I agreed.

      I left him there under the care of Monica and Al. The latter’s holo projectors were in the room with Monica as they discussed the best way to proceed into the unknown with Preacher and the other Praetorians who had survived the radiation.

      Butch met me outside the door. She whined for me or maybe it was for Preacher—I wasn’t sure. The resurrected Kenai Peninsula wolf was a mess of dried blood and green liquid. I realized how grateful I was that the symbiote didn’t transfer to animals.

      I stood there in the hall outside the room with Butch, trying to find a way forward. All I could think of was Preacher lying there under the radiation treatment.

      Was it your fault? I asked myself. Was there something you could have done? Was there something you should have done? You should have been watching him. Maybe you could have pulled him out of harm’s way. Maybe you could have shielded him.

      A knot grew in my throat. I took a step to my rear, pressing my back against the wall, and slowly slid down to a sitting position.

      Butch whined again and put her massive head in my lap. She looked up at me with just her eyes. There was no mistaking the love and caring in those eyes of hers.

      “What do we do now?” I asked her, stroking the thick hair on her neck. “What do we do now? Preacher’s infected, Cassie, X, and Cryx are gone, and this symbiotic virus is spreading over our solar system unchecked.”

      “Preacher’s stable and we’ll be moving him soon,” Al said from the sphere on my vambrace. “We’re going to need some of your blood. You were immune to the symbiote from what was done to enhance your body. Maybe we can start there and construct something that will fight the Darkening.”

      “Yep, of course,” I agreed, grateful for Al’s voice interrupting my thoughts. “Whatever you need.”

      I was quiet again.

      Our hall was pretty empty. A few scientists walked in and out of other closed doors. They would give me a sideways look and then hurry off about their business. Apparently, no one wanted to talk to a blood-stained mercenary with his gigantic wolf.

      “Listen, I’m not really the warm and fuzzy type, but you clearly need some kind of pep talk or shoulder to cry on, so as much as I hate to say it.” Al let out a long painful sigh as if someone reached down her throat to pull it out. “I’m here for you.”

      “You’re a sweetheart,” I told her just as sarcastically.

      “I do what I can,” Al answered without hesitation. “You know you work better with a team, right? I mean, it’s obvious to me, but I just want you to know. You need some backup here. You can’t do this by yourself. You don’t have to do this by yourself.”

      I gave Butch one last scratch behind her neck and rose to my feet. Thoughts of what the next move was cascaded through my mind at a dizzying rate. It was obvious the attack was meant for the Chancellor; the symbiote wanted her dead. They had missed their chance the first time and came back to finish the job.

      Meanwhile, the Vice Chancellor was putting robotic soldiers on the front lines instead of humans under the guise of protecting human lives.

      I didn’t have anything against robots, but I also understood they could be controlled by whoever held the right program code. I felt like there was something there, but Monica Warden exited a side room before I could follow that train of thought.

      “Asking you how you’re doing seems silly,” Monica said, reaching into her white jacket pocket and producing a syringe. “He’s tougher than most anyone I’ve come across, he’s a fighter. He’ll make it.”

      I extended my right arm, palm up and open for her to take my blood.

      “Oh, she’s so much better at this than I am,” Al said from my sphere. “So caring and motherly.”

      Monica inserted the needle and began filling vials with my blood.

      “Whatever you need,” I told her. “If you need more, you take all my blood if you have to.”

      “We’ll start with a few vials, but then, yes, if we need more, I’ll be sure to ask,” Monica said with a determined yet weary voice.

      In my own dark hour, I failed to see how tired she must be. Large bags hung under her eyes. She blinked a few times to keep them open.

      “You’re no good to us either if you don’t get some sleep,” I counselled her as she removed one full vial of dark red blood and inserted a new empty vial to be filled. “How are you holding up?”

      “I’ll get some sleep soon,” Monica answered. “This virus is something else. It’s mutating and changing at unprecedented levels.”

      In that moment, I remembered what the strange infected girl told us about the evolution of the symbiote. How they would soon be able to infect a person without any outward signs. There would be no more green eyes or liquid coming from their orifices.

      I relayed the information to Monica as she filled a third vial.

      “I wish I could say it wasn’t true or that it even surprises me.” Monica sighed. “I believe it, although I don’t think it’ll happen as fast as the symbiote claims. And when it does happen, it’ll start in a few first and then continue in the rest of the newly infected. It wants to spread fear as much as anything else.”

      I nodded along with Monica’s words, feeling a bit of relief. Maybe our timetable had been extended; even a few days would help.

      “Any idea of when this evolution could take place?” I asked.

      “At the rate we are witnessing the symbiote changing, I’d say in two days we could see a very different symbiote than we’re used to,” Monica said slowly. “But, Daniel, those numbers are a rough estimate if nothing changes and that’s all this virus is doing; it’s changing and evolving.”

      “That’s fine,” I answered. “Thank you. That at least gives me some kind of timetable to work with.”

      Monica filled her fourth vial then removed the needle. She grabbed a small canister of skin spray and lightly dusted my arm with the cool healing aid.

      “Can you let me know if anything changes with Preacher?” I requested before I turned to go.

      “Of course,” Monica answered. “What are you going to do?”

      “I think it’s time we called in some backup,” I shared.
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      I made a quick pit stop at a restroom just long enough to clean the blood and green symbiote liquid off me. I knew who I was going to call, I just wasn’t sure if they were ready to get back in the field.

      This wasn’t about what I thought or if they were ready or not. This was about something more. There was a lot going on here I still didn’t know. I was sure of that. There was a lot that didn’t make sense. I needed people here I could trust.

      “So this is what the inside of a human male lavatory looks like,” Al mused as her twin holo projectors pushed the doors open and hummed inside. “I can’t say that I’m surprised. For once, I’m just glad I can’t smell.”

      “Al, can you open a channel to Dragon Hold?” I asked. “I need to talk to Angel and Jax again, if he’s up.”

      “Certainly,” Al responded. “Although are you sure they’re ready to get back into the field? Jax especially.”

      “I don’t know,” I confessed. “I’m hoping to figure that out during this call.”

      Al nodded.

      The comm piece in my ear clicked to life.

      “Daniel, is that you?” Angel asked on the other line.

      “It’s me,” I confirmed, already gauging her voice. She sounded happy to hear me, ready even, and rested. “How are you and Jax holding up over there?”

      “I’m great; going a little stir crazy actually,” Angel admitted. “Jax is getting stronger and stronger every day. He was out of his wheelchair and moving a lot yesterday. What’s going on over there? We’ve been monitoring the situation over the news stations, but we don’t know what to believe. How’s Preacher?”

      My gut twisted inside of me.

      “He’s—he was infected by this symbiote running loose,” I answered honestly. “He’s holding on, but—but he’s not in great shape.”

      “I’m on my way,” Angel declared without hesitation. “We can’t ask Jax to come. He’s still too weak and we can’t risk him changing back into that beast. But I’ll come. Sam will too if you ask her.”

      That was the million-credit question. Should I ask the red-haired woman to come and help? I had refused to think of the question thus far, thinking of her family. But if we failed to end the symbiote now, would she even have a family in the future?

      “She’ll come,” Angel said, misreading my hesitation. “We’re family, Daniel. Preacher’s family. She’ll come.”

      “I know,” I answered.

      “I’ll reach out to her,” Angel said. “We’ll be on a dropship to you in a few hours. “Just have Al send us your location.”

      “I will,” I said. “I’ll be on the moon. We need to have a meeting with the Vice Chancellor. We can rendezvous there.”

      “Roger,” Angel acknowledged.

      “And, Angel?” I called before she could close the line.

      “Yes?”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “You never have to thank me, Daniel. We’re family,” Angel stated as if it were a matter of fact. “I’ll see you soon. Don’t do anything stupid before we get there.”

      The line ended.

      I took a long breath, feeling grateful to have such strong friends I called family.

      “Well, you’re not going to be able to uphold that last request of hers about not doing anything stupid,” Al chimed in after examining one of the stalls. “You do something stupid daily. Sometimes multiple times a day.”

      The door to the restroom opened and a white-coated lab technician took a step inside before halting at the sight of us.

      I get it, Butch wasn’t exactly what you expected to see when you opened the bathroom door. Neither was a golden holo-projected AI or a mercenary covered in blood.

      “Go ahead; come in and stop standing there like a buffoon.” Al waved the young man in. “I’m not using the toilets. I have no physical bowels or the need to use one.”

      “I’m just—I’ll—I’m just going to use another one,” the man squeaked before turning and heading back out the door.

      “How rude,” Al sniffed.

      I did a quick job of scrubbing the blood and symbiote fluid off my arms, hands, and face before we headed up to see the Chancellor. There was something bugging me about what was going on here.

      The symbiote went after Chancellor Marie first because it thought she might be the one able to stop it? How would it know that? What if that wasn’t the case at all? What if it went after her for a different reason? What if it wanted the Vice Chancellor to be in power?

      But then why attack the facility again? Unless maybe she wasn’t the target the second time around.

      “Ugh,” I sighed as we rode the lift to the ninth level where the Chancellor rested. I massaged my temples, an act I was doing more and more these days.

      “Don’t hurt yourself with all of that thinking,” Al warned. “Better to leave it to me.”

      I knew this was her back-handed way of offering to help.

      “Why do you think the symbiote wanted the Chancellor dead in the first place?” I wondered. “And then after she was injured, why attack again?”

      “It would make sense for the symbiote to want to take out the leader of your species,” Al said thoughtfully. “But they would know another would just take her place. The Vice Chancellor was with the symbiote on the same continent, after all, and it didn’t attack him.”

      “Not that we know of,” I corrected. “And then why attack this installation again?”

      The doors opened before Al could form a response.

      We stepped out onto the level and traveled to the Chancellor’s room.

      I was required to leave my weapons at the door before I was allowed inside.

      Chancellor Marie was sleeping when I stepped inside. The noise I made woke her from her slumber. Her eyes fluttered then focused on me with a smile.

      “I’m sorry,” I told her as Butch padded in, making even more noise as her toenails clicked on the tile floor.

      “No, please, come in,” the Chancellor said, adjusting her bed to a more upright position. “I was just briefed by Mr. Armstrong on what happened. We thought it best I be moved to a more secure facility. I was just dozing until he secures transport. I heard about Preacher, Daniel. I am so sorry.”

      “He’ll pull through,” I replied, feeling the emotion rise to the surface and then burying it down deep once more. “I need to talk to you about the Vice-Chancellor and why the symbiote came back.”

      Chancellor Loween Marie nodded slowly. She was a smart woman. The look in her eyes told me she was wondering the same thing. Whether she had answers or not was yet to be seen.

      “The symbiote attacked you because you’re in charge,” I began. “I get that. I can buy it. The question I have is why not go after the Vice Chancellor now? Why spare him and come after you again?”

      There was a long pause in the room.

      Loween looked at me, weighing me and judging me.

      “Daniel,” she started. “I think you know trust is a process that takes time and doesn’t just mature overnight. In the time I have been able to know you and build this trust, there are certain things I have had to leave out along the way. As I am sure you have had to do the same.”

      I kept a straight face. She was right, of course. I had held my fair share of information from the woman, including the last two relics I found. Both the cup and the sword were a mystery to her, or at least I thought they still were.

      “I haven’t been on a date in many, many years, Mr. Hunt,” Loween said with a weary smile. “The man I loved passed away, and since then, I’ve been married to my work. But I do remember one thing. When you’re first dating, you show the other person the best version of yourself. It’s not until later that you air out the past and baggage that comes with us all. I think we’re past the honeymoon stage of dating in our relationship. Would you agree?”

      “I would,” I agreed. “If we can’t trust each other and come together now, we may not have another opportunity. We have to stand together or we’ll die separately.”

      “Well said.” Chancellor Marie chuckled. “You would have made a formidable politician should you have chosen another path. I’ll go first. I’ve been lying to you.”

      The statement caught me off guard. I knew she wasn’t telling me the entire truth, but to come out and just say it like that was something I wasn’t expecting.

      “Not about much, but still, let’s call a lie a lie, shall we?” Loween shrugged. “I suspect there is more going on here than just a second alien invasion. I have reason to believe the Vice Chancellor is not infected with the symbiote but in league with them.”

      “What would make you think that?” Al asked.

      “He was at ground zero in Australia and he didn’t contract the symbiote,” Loween answered. “But somehow, it arrived here on Mars and it is on the moon. I suspect he arranged travel for the alien entity.”

      “And why would he do that?” I questioned. “He has to know it wants to use us as hosts.”

      “I can only speculate based on his most recent order.” Loween sighed heavily. “Title 77 was created to phase out human Praetorians and replace them with more obedient robotic counterparts. Yes, it stands to reason less human lives would be lost, but that was not the real reason it was created. It was created to form a corps of obedient soldiers down to their very fiber. An army that would never question the morality of their actions.”

      “With an army like that, a dictatorship could arise,” Al mused. “There are countless stories of this happening across the galaxy from the Smorphion uprising and their death bots to the Vanmire wars on Tycon.”

      Loween and I looked at Al, blinking.

      “Sorry, know your audience, right?” Al asked. “Continue.”

      “The plan was scrapped despite the Vice Chancellor being a strong proponent for it since day one,” Loween supplied. “The Senate, by a small majority, decided it was too dangerous. It was too dangerous to create a robot army who would do whatever they were commanded.”

      “Until now,” I answered.

      “Until now,” Loween agreed. “It’s a sad thing. It should be about the people, but it’s always been about money and power. The Vice Chancellor’s family owns the largest robots manufacturing company in our solar system. They’ll make billions as orders for robotic soldiers come in and human Praetorians are phased out.”

      “So you don’t believe the Vice Chancellor is infected, then?” I clarified. “You think he struck some kind of deal with the alien symbiote?”

      “I do,” Loween responded. “And that’s not all. He knows about the book. I believe this second attack on the facility was not about me at all. He sees me as an old beaten woman. They were here this second time for the book.”

      The room went quiet.

      Butch let out a huff of breath. If a sound could be a feeling, that was exactly how I felt at the moment.

      Loween looked at me, waiting for me to speak. She put it all out there and now it was my turn. She didn’t say it, but I knew what she waited for.
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      I told her.

      I told her everything.

      I told her about Alerna coming to me and what she said, about the cup being guarded by Syrinity at Dragon Hold and the sword that corrupted its user.

      Loween didn’t interrupt. She sat quiet and attentive through the whole thing. Her face was impassive. I thought I’d seen some great straight faces from gamblers playing limbo tables on the moon. They had nothing on her.

      I couldn’t tell if she somehow expected this all along or if this was new information. When I was done, she slowly nodded.

      “Daniel, are you trying to kill an old woman by giving her a heart attack?” Chancellor Marie asked with a raised eyebrow. “If even half that is true, and I believe all of it, then we’re in for not just an invasion but a full-out war.”

      “I think it’s already begun,” I submitted. “The symbiote is at our doorstep and the Vice Chancellor has been here all along just waiting for his opportunity.”

      “I don’t want to believe that he would turn traitor at the first opportunity, but I don’t have much else to go on,” Loween hissed. “He was always a bright young man, enthusiastic and likeable. I guess that’s why he arrived at his position at such a young age. He comes from credit. Maybe he was just biding his time until an opportunity like this came to pass. I don’t know. What I do know is that someone has to stop it.”

      “Someone like me,” I said, already understanding the natural end to this discussion. “If I’m gone, do you have people you can trust? Maybe the Vice Chancellor is content to see you removed from power for now, but what happens if that’s not good enough for him soon? What happens if someone or something else comes looking for you?”

      “I have people I can trust,” Chancellor Loween remarked. “Mr. Armstrong is one of them. What we can’t allow to happen is the book falling into the wrong hands. If your alien source is correct and the book was the only thing that trapped the Darkening the first time around, it follows logic that the Darkening would want to see it destroyed.”

      “We have to take it somewhere safe,” I agreed. “It can’t stay here. Sooner or later, the symbiote will make another play for it. Who knows, maybe even bringing a larger force next time.”

      “You let me worry about the book,” the Chancellor answered. “I’ll see to it that it’s protected until it’s needed the most. You just focus on the Vice Chancellor and uncovering what’s really at play here. If we’re right, we’ll need some hard proof to bring him down.”

      “Right,” I acknowledged. “Preacher, I don’t want to leave him. Is there a way for him to be transported to the moon? I made a promise I’d like to keep.”

      “I’m sure that can be arranged,” Loween answered. “I may not be the voice of the Galactic Government at the moment, but I still hold sway. Be cautious, Daniel, the Vice Chancellor—if he is what we think he is—then there’s no telling what he’s capable of.”

      I nodded, sensing a close to the conversation.

      Butch and Al followed me out of the room, where I collected my weapons and headed down the lift.

      It was quiet. There was so much new information on the table, my head felt as if it were going to explode.

      “You know, it’s a shame,” Al said with a sigh. “I was just getting used to Hellas facility. It’s not half bad. So much new information circulating and there are actually a few humans I could talk to.”

      “Yeah, it was an oasis of joy,” I told her. “Right down to Preacher being infected and that little girl talking to us before we gunned her down.”

      “Oh, sassy,” Al said, surprised. “I like this Daniel.”

      “We need to arrange a meeting with the Vice Chancellor,” I continued, ignoring her last comment. “So far, we have nothing but a lot of speculation and conjecture. If we are going to bring him down, Loween’s right, we need proof.”

      “Of course, I can arrange a meeting with him,” Al declared, rolling her golden eyes next to me as the lift touched down to the first level. “I’ll hack into his planning system and create a false meeting for you with an identity to match. You may have to leave the flea bag behind, but I can get you in no problem.”

      Butch growled at the comment as if to say, “I heard that.”

      “Well, when was the last time you bathed yourself, woman?” Al asked Butch. “I’m not here to judge, but really, tongue baths don’t count.”

      Butch huffed something as we exited the facility.

      “I will not be talked to like that,” Al said, somewhat offended, somewhat amused. “I am not a female K9.”

      Outside the facility was what you would expect. Reinforcements from a Praetorian base in Elysium were called in to help clean the wreckage and provide extra backup. I couldn’t help but recognize the extra battle bots brought in to assist.

      At least that was what I assumed they were. They were slate grey with a single red dot in the middle of their helmet. Walking on two legs with two arms and a rifle at their backs, they looked as if their creator wanted them as humanoid as possible.

      They walked robotically enough with short jerky steps. I saw a pair of them instructed by a Praetorian to move the crashed vehicle used in the attack. Two of the battle bots were enough to maneuver the massive vehicle out of the way and to the other side of the street.

      They were tough, strong, and took orders without hesitation. Right now, I only saw a handful of them working around the exterior of the facility, but I wondered how many would be coming next.

      Not just how many, but like the symbiote itself, how they would evolve. Technology, like a virus, was always adapting to be better, to survive. Sure, the battle bots were a point of contention now with people, but how much longer before they weren’t enough and the bar was raised again?

      The sooner I headed for the moon, the better. I knew that. I also knew I just needed a moment to reset. I’d gone from searching for my past, to battling Voy, finding Relics, and now this.

      “Soooo, don’t want to ruin your mental break here, but we should be headed back to the city and space port to leave for the moon,” Al said. “I can take care of our travel as well as transportation for Preacher.”

      “Yeah—yeah, that would be great,” I said as Butch came over and nuzzled me so hard, she nearly knocked me over. “Al, can you contact Cassie for me?”

      “You bet,” Al answered.

      Through all of this, the woman I loved had never left my thoughts. Sure, at times she’d taken a backseat to charging symbiotes or Preacher’s death wish if things should go wrong, but still, she was always there.

      “Daniel?” Cassie asked over the comm channel. “Daniel?”

      Her voice was like a balm to my heart. It was the second best thing to holding her. I felt like I could just be me. I didn’t have to be this hard-nosed mercenary, I could let down my guard. She knew who I was and accepted me for it.

      “It’s so good to hear your voice,” I said with a sigh of relief. “How are you? Did you find the Operator?”

      “We did,” Cassie confirmed. “I’m already undergoing the process of removing the mental conditioning done by the Order. It’ll take some time, but I think—I think it’s working.”

      “I’m so happy for you,” I answered. “It’s hard not being together, but it’ll make the time we do have with each other that much more important.”

      “How have you been?” Cassie asked. “What’s going on?”

      “Oh, well, where do I start?” I asked, not wanting to overwhelm her with the details and worry her with what was going to happen next. “A lot.”

      “Start from the beginning,” Cassie suggested. “Tell me everything.”

      So I did. I talked everything out from visions with Alerna to Preacher’s situation and the idea the Vice Chancellor could have partnered with the symbiote. It felt great to talk to someone who I fully trusted. It was like a burden lifted off my shoulder when I was finished.

      “Sounds like you’ve got your hands full,” Cassie said, trying to mask the worry in her voice with humor. “I’m glad you called in backup. You know I’d be there in a second—”

      “I know,” I interrupted her. “I know you’d come now if I asked and that’s why I didn’t ask. You need to be able to finish undoing what the Order did to you there. You just focus on you. I’ll be okay.”

      “So your next move is the moon and meeting with the Vice Chancellor?” Cassie thought out loud. “Be careful, Daniel. Even if he’s capable of half of what you think he is, then he’s a dangerous man. If he’s willing to cut a deal with an alien species to gain power, then what is he not willing to do.”

      “Probably not a whole lot,” I guessed. “I miss you, Cassie.”

      “I miss you more, Daniel Hunt,” Cassie answered. “Promise me when this is all over, we’ll go on a long, uninterrupted trip, just you and me.”

      “Sure, where do you want to go?” I asked. “I hear there’s a lush island recently evacuated by a group of immortal knights. That seems like it might make a nice getaway.”

      Cassie laughed.

      “Yes, anywhere, everywhere,” Cassie offered. “When this is over, I don’t care where we go, as long as it’s with you.”

      I could have just stood there outside the Hellas facility as the Praetorians cleaned up bodies, talking to Cassie for the rest of the day. Maybe I should have.

      “This conversation, just talking with you has given me all I needed to keep going,” I confided. “Thank you.”

      “You never have to thank me for talking with you.” Cassie chuckled. “We’re here for each other now. Kinda like your whole pack thing but in a different way.”

      “I love you for making that analogy,” I told her with a smile.

      “I love you too,” Cassie answered. “Be safe. I’ll talk to you soon.”

      “You too,” I said. “Bye.”

      “Well, good thing you have someone to talk to because that was a snooze fest,” Al huffed from her sphere in my vambrace. “I've secured transportation, Preacher is being moved to come with us, and I set up a meeting with the Vice Chancellor under a false identity while you conducted your psychiatric session. Can we please go now?”

      “You’re a real ray of sunshine, Al, you know that?” I asked, not upset by her, more amused. “I’m going to find you a nice male AI one of these days for you to settle down and be happy with.”

      “Please, nothing exists that could prove my equal,” Al scoffed. “Come now, my simple-minded human friend. A meeting with a possible psychopath awaits us. This should be fun.”
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      The trip from the moon to Mars was blissfully uneventful. True to her word, Al made sure Preacher traveled with us. The plan was for him to stay at another Galactic Government Installation on the moon and be monitored and cared for while we took care of business.

      Preacher slept most of the way, vomiting from the radiation entering his body. He was gaunt and pale by the time we touched down on the moon. Word had been sent ahead for us to the moon research base named M.I.N.T.

      A short trip from the landing space port to the facility saw that Preacher was taken care of. The staff seemed friendly enough. Still, I was reluctant to leave his side.

      I stood by his bed in a simple room with more medical equipment than I had ever seen and an attached bathroom.

      Preacher let out a long sigh.

      “Stop looking at me like I’m going to die,” he admonished with a twitch of his lips. “I’m not going down without a fight, I told you already.

      Preacher was going to say more when a cough and then a grimace reached his pale face. He tried to sit up and reach for the container by his bedside designated for him to puke in.

      The one-eyed mercenary failed to sit up along with groping for the container and missed it altogether. I caught him on his way down. I couldn’t tell if it was my imagination or he’d lost that much weight already. He felt smaller, bones and skin with less muscle in my arms.

      With my right arm around him, I helped him to a sitting position in bed, and with my left hand, brought the bucket to his lips.

      Preacher vomited liquid into the trash can. This receptacle actually came with a masking agent that covered the odor. A lid would also be able to close over the container when we were done. It was the most state-of-the-art puke bucket I’d ever seen.

      Preacher’s body shook as he tried to vomit more, but there was nothing else for his stomach to give up. Dry heaves racked his frame. I kept my hand on his back, not so much to support him now since he was already sitting up, but to show him I was there.

      “All right, okay.” Preacher sighed, exhausted. “I think that’s it now.”

      He ran a hand over his mouth as I lowered him back down. I stood up, not wanting to go, but realized that was a silly wish. The vomit receptacle I left by his bed.

      “They’ll try to turn you,” Preacher said with a sigh as he rested in his bed. “This is a different game you’re in now. It’s not going to be a straight up fight. Look how they took out the Chancellor. My guess is they’ll try to buy you, and when that’s not an option, they’ll try an assassination attempt.”

      I ran a tongue around the inside of my mouth at his warning. Ironically, Preacher wasn’t really the preachy type, so when he gave advice, I made sure I gave heed.

      “You’re fighting an enemy on two fronts now,” Preacher continued, closing his eye. “Don’t trust anyone.”

      “I won’t,” I assured him. “I’m going to leave Butch with you. It’s not like I can take her into a meeting with the Vice Chancellor anyway. Al has my identity set up as a high level reporter from the moon.”

      Preacher nodded, his eyes still closed.

      Without words or even looking at me, he raised a closed fist into the air. I understood how much effort that must have taken him to perform the act. I went over and lightly tapped his fist with my own.

      “Spiritus non possunt occidere nostri,” we repeated in one voice.

      I left the room, pausing at the door where Butch stood guard.

      “Can you stay with him?”  I asked the large wolf. “I shouldn’t be long. Al’s monitoring the cameras in case anything goes wrong, but I’d feel better if he had you here with him.”

      Butch wagged her tail and licked my hand with a sloppy pink tongue before trotting over to Preacher and lying by his bed. She was so large, even lying down, she nearly looked as big as the bed itself.

      “Thank you,” I whispered to Butch.

      I left the room, heading out of the four-story M.I.N.T. facility and to the busy streets of the over-populated moon.

      Unlike Mars and the elite that lived there, the moon was a designated place for everyone else. It was jam-packed with people. Large buildings rose from the ground, creating narrow, almost valley-like streets and walkways.

      In some sections of the city, there wasn’t even room for vehicles to make their way through, the crush of people was so great.

      Neon lights and billboards gave a visual show as vendors shouted their wares from the street. Anything you ever wanted could be found on the streets of the moon and some things you didn’t know existed.

      “Get your turbo juice, guaranteed to keep you awake for twenty-four hours straight!” a woman with crooked teeth and a lazy eye yelled from my left.

      I waved her off as she eyed me, about to shout in my direction. It was morning here now and I couldn’t waste the day. I needed to go over the plan with Al and make the most of my time here.

      “Al, tell me what we’re doing one more time?” I requested, walking down the street against the press of people.

      “Well, we can’t have you walking into the meeting as yourself,” Al answered. “The Hero of Mars is still too fresh in people’s minds. We’ll need to get you a disguise, and lucky for us, the best contractor of masks is only a few blocks away. Once we get you set, we’ll head to the meeting.”

      “You think a mask is really going to work?” I questioned, not trying to hide the doubt in my voice. “I mean, there’s some high level security that’s going to be guarding the Vice Chancellor.”

      “Trust me,” Al said. “I’ve got this covered.”

      “All right,” I answered. “But if anything goes wrong—”

      Screaming filled the street. It wasn’t a shout or a yell, more like a blood-curdling screech that immediately sent goosebumps down my back.

      I looked along with everyone else. About a half block in front of me, the crowd was beginning to thin, running away from a woman in a long gown.

      The woman screamed again, falling to her knees. Long black hair covered her face, making it impossible to see her facial expression, but I could make an educated guess.

      An older man, not able to move as fast as the others, provided a ready victim for her. The woman leaped to her feet, tackling the older man to the ground. His skull fractured, blood painting the street in front of them in some kind of horrible work of modern art.

      I could see her now. The woman held the man down, dripping green fluid from the corners of her eyes. The bright green liquid oozed down her cheeks and into his bashed-in skull.

      Everything inside of me screamed to draw my blaster and let her have it. Every fiber in my body, my very DNA itself urged me to take action.

      “Don’t,” Al cautioned amidst the screams of the panicked. “Don’t draw attention to yourself, Daniel. If you want a shot at staying under the radar and talking to the Vice Chancellor, then you have to move away. Run away with everyone else.”

      I couldn’t. It just wasn’t in me. It wasn’t who I was, and for better or worse, I stood my ground and reached for my hand cannon.

      BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

      Red laser fire streaked over the road, striking the infected woman in the head and torso. The cacophony of noise came from my right. A pair of battle bots walked forward in slow, jerking motions. Their single red eyes trained on the woman.

      The infected woman tried to get up then stumbled under a new wash of rounds. The battle bots hosed her body until it smoked and lay still. They did the same to the unmoving man just to be sure.

      “Area secure,” one of the bots said in an inhuman robotic voice.

      Cries of relief came from the terrified people around us. A few even clapped and thanked the robots for their service.

      “Citizens are encouraged to stay inside,” the other battle bot said, or maybe it was the same one. Their voices were identical. “Please, for your own safety, the Vice Chancellor on behalf of the Galactic Government is asking you to remain inside until the threat of this virus can be contained.”

      I didn’t wait around to see what would happen next. I understood what was taking place. A few scattered events like this around the general population and people would welcome their new robotic overlords with welcome arms.

      The news media would pick it up and blow it out of proportion with stories of how the battle bots were the answer to this new threat. It wasn’t a far stretch from phasing out Praetorians altogether in favor of this new battle bot that couldn’t be infected by the alien symbiote at all.

      Headlines like this crashed through my mind as I imagined the future. “Battle bots our new savior” or “Praetorians no longer put in danger.”

      It was a grim future, placing the one holding control of the battle bots with everything to gain and the vast majority of the population with everything to lose. Including the Galactic Government themselves.

      Al directed me to a section of the moon city that was less than respectable.

      “Hey, muscles,” a woman called from the shade of an overhanging canopy. “Are you looking for some company today?”

      “I think I’m all right, thanks,” I replied. “I have this AI talking to me in my head who won’t stop insulting me. She’s all the company I can handle at the moment.”

      The woman soliciting me looked confused, then shrugged.

      “Up the street on the left,” Al said in my ear. “There’s a metal door. It’ll be locked. Password is Brochacho. Ask for Andrew Freeman.”

      “Brochacho?” I asked, confused. “What kind of password is that? Are you sure?”

      “Hey, I’m not making this up here,” Al fired back. “I’ve hacked into their system and that’s the password for this week. I don’t know what it means. Maybe it’s a combination of some kind of brother and taco or a term of endearment used around these parts.”

      The streets here were a bit less packed. Whether that was normal or perhaps some of the citizens were taking the request to stay in doors to heart, I didn’t know.

      I spotted the steel door with a camera in the upper right-hand corner staring down at me with a yellow lens.

      I wasted no time rapping on the door and then looking up at the camera.

      “Brochacho,” I said, not believing I was pushing that word out of my mouth. “I’m here to see Andrew Freeman.”

      There was a long pause where nothing happened.

      “What was the passphrase last week?” a male voice asked from some external speaker.

      “Al?” I whispered through gritted teeth.

      “Papa’s got a brand new bag,” Al provided in my ear.

      I set my jaw.

      “Papa’s got a brand new bag,” I said as straight faced as I could into the camera.

      “What the crip?” the voice asked, confused. “Listen, I told you we’re not into that kind of stuff here. The last time we let your kind in was enough.’

      Al burst out laughing in my ear.

      “You actually said it?” Al chuckled. “I can’t believe you actually said it. I was debating whether you would fall for that nonsense or not. I said ‘Self, will Daniel really follow through and say whatever I tell him? Let’s see.’ And then you did.”

      “Whatever mean things Butch says to you in her language, it’s all true,” I mumbled. “I was going to stick up for you but not anymore.”

      “Hold on to your space underwear.” Al sighed. “The real pass phrase is Nate Temple Industries. I’m being honest this time. Cross my playful yet sometimes condescending nonexistent heart.”

      “Sorry,” I said to the camera above. “That was just me talking out loud. Last week’s pass phrase was Nate Temple Industries.”

      Nothing.

      Then the door clicked open.

      One of the largest men I had ever seen with a bionic left arm beckoned me inside.

      “Welcome to the Den.”
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      The door slammed shut behind me. Even though the mountain of a man wore a smile across his pearly white teeth, I didn’t feel comfortable.

      We were in a narrow hall with barely enough room for us to walk side by side. There was a smoky acrid bite in the air I tasted in the back of my throat.

      “No weapons allowed in the Den,” the walking mountain in front of me said in a surprisingly slow and precise manner. He extended hands the size of dinner plates in my direction. “Leave them with me, please.”

      I was starting to get tired of being asked to leave my weapons wherever I went, but I complied. I needed this Andrew Freeman more than he needed me at the moment.

      I handed over the MK II and extra drum of ammunition as well as the knife and axe on my belt. I kept the recallers on, waiting to see if the man would request them as well.

      He didn’t but focused in on the vambrace on my forearm.

      “What’s with the jewelry?” he asked. “That some kind of weird tech that’s going to go boom?”

      “Just my overly sarcastic AI,” I said, looking to the larger sphere at the base and then at the two smaller holo projectors above. “The bottom is her sphere and the top two orbs you see there can float and give her holographic form.”

      “Mmm... Hmm...” the man said, not amused in the least. He reached inside his coat pocket, producing some kind of scanner I had never seen before. Shaped like a wand, it beeped consistently with a single red light.

      He passed the wand over the vambrace; when nothing happened, he nodded in consent.

      “All right,” the behemoth continued. “Follow me.”

      Without another word, he turned down the long hall and walked forward. I couldn’t see much past the man’s muscular back. The hall was dimly lit with lights only halfway on. We passed a booth on our left where a woman chewing gum smacked her lips.

      Deeper in, we passed a pair of centurions who nodded to the bigger man then sized me up like they were wondering if they could take me in a fight or not.

      “Friendly place you took us to here,” I whispered to Al. “Everyone looks like they want to hurt me.”

      “Well, when you’re dealing with master disguise makers, it’s not like we’re going to waltz into a snazzy restaurant and have a polite exchange,” Al answered. “Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth, am I right or am I right?”

      “Not using that phrase correctly either,” I told her.

      We passed into a room with tables and booths about half filled. Men and women laughed and drank while some gambled on long tables. Smoke choked the air while alcohol of every kind ran freely.

      I was directed to a booth at the rear of the room where not a man but a holographic form of a man sat. He wore an easy smile and hair so perfect, I had to wonder what kind of product he used.

      “They knew the password and the phrase from last week,” the giant in front of me told the holographic form. “He asked for you by first and last name, Mr. Freeman.”

      “Did you now?” Andrew Freeman said, looking at me with a smile. “Hey, do I know you?”

      I was about to open my mouth that he didn’t when he stopped me.

      “No, wait, wait, wait, I feel like I do.” Andrew pursed his lips and lifted a finger to silence my answer. “Mars, right? I forgot the name of the club, but there was those twins, I remember. What’s your name?”

      Andrew snapped his fingers half a dozen times.

      “Howard, right?” Andrew pointed at me in victory. “It’s Howard, isn’t it? You have the dura-plastic business in Athens.”

      He seemed so sure of himself, I felt bad telling him no.

      “Sorry, no, that wasn’t me,” I said, deflating his victory. “I’m here about a disguise you may be able to help me with.”

      “Then why do I know you?” Andrew said with a frown. “Kel, where do we know this guy from?”

      The body builder looked at me with a shrug.

      “He bears a striking resemblance to the Hero of Mars we’ve seen covered on the news during the Voy invasion,” Kel said, biting his lower lip. “A striking resemblance indeed.”

      “That’s where it is, yes!” Andrew stood up, shouting so loud, some of the other patrons looked in our direction. Andrew ignored them. “Kel, your beautiful brain is right. Give yourself a raise!”

      “I will, thank you, sir,” Kel said with a smile. “That’s very generous of you.”

      “I do what I can,” Andrew said, retaking his seat. He swept an arm to me and the booth on the other side of the table he sat behind. “Please, please, take a seat, Hero of Mars. Man, what was that like? I mean, taking on aliens. You know there’s a healthy alien trade that popped up overnight. Scavengers taking anything they can get their hands on from our alien victors and selling it on the black market. Lots of credits to be made.”

      “I’ve heard,” I answered, thinking of Papa and his new business doing just that.

      Andrew leaned into the table with his fingers interlaced as if he were waiting for me to continue.

      “Oh right,” I said, thinking back on my interaction with the Voy. “It was brutal. It happened fast. Not a lot of time to think, just do.”

      “That’s why I like you,” Andrew said, leaning back and shaking his head with a huge smile on his face. “You’re a doer. What’s your name again, or should I just call you Hero of Mars?”

      I didn’t think there was any harm in telling him my name. He could just look it up now that he knew who I was.

      “Daniel Hunt,” I answered.

      “Cripping Daniel Hunt,” Andrew said with a sigh. “Man, I love my job. So, Daniel Hunt, what can I do for you? People usually come to me for one of two reasons and you don’t look like you’re in the market for a Voy World Eater.”

      I blinked at him a few times to try and tell if he was teasing. I couldn’t.

      “I really hope that’s not an actual thing you’re selling,” I told the holographic form of the man in front of me. “But no, I’m here because I was told you’re the very best in the business at creating disguises. I’m going to need a mask.”

      “Ahhh.” Andrew nodded along with my words. “So the other thing people come to see me for. Maybe I could be persuaded to create an alternate identity for the famous Hero of Mars. You understand I have to run a business, though, don’t you, Daniel? I mean, it’s going to cost you.”

      “Whatever you need,” I told him. “I have a few credits saved up.”

      “I bet you do.” Andrew grinned. “I’m not interested in your credits. I’m doing pretty well for myself here. It’s not your money I’m after. I want you to do something for me. I want to see you in action. I mean, come on. I can’t have the Hero of Mars walk through my doors and pass up the opportunity to see him fight.”

      “You want me to fight you?” I asked, trying to navigate the conversation without pissing the man off. I needed him after all.

      “No, no, no, not me,” Andrew said, shaking his head. “I’m stashed away somewhere safe talking to you from this hologram. Too many attempts on my life already. I mean, sheesh, you think a few double crosses would make people mad but not mad enough to try to kill me. Some adults just don’t know how to play right. I want you to fight in our underground ring. You can have a match against our champion.”

      Without realizing it, I looked over to Kel, who still stood beside our table.

      “Not me,” Kel said, shaking his head. “I’m a lover not a fighter.”

      “No, Kel’s a teddy bear,” Andrew agreed. “You get to fight Bone Cleaver.”

      “Of course his name’s Bone Cleaver,” Al snorted out loud from her sphere.

      Andrew looked down at my arm.

      “My AI,” I explained without missing a pause. “And if I were to decline fighting this Bone Cleaver? Time’s in short supply at the moment.”

      “Well, if you weren’t able to fight, then I don’t think I’d be able to help you with the disguise.” Andrew shrugged. “It would be a disappointment for both of us.”

      I had no desire to fight anyone. I wasn’t a puppet whose string you could pull and throw into a fight. I needed the disguise and I needed to head to the meeting with the Vice Chancellor.

      “After I beat this Bone Cleaver,” I began, leaning forward on the table. “How long until you can make me the disguise?”

      “If you beat Bone Cleaver,” Andrew corrected me. “But I do appreciate the optimism. If you beat Bone Cleaver, I’ll have your disguise done in minutes. I don’t like to brag, but I’m the very best at what I do.”

      I didn’t see any other way forward at the moment. It wasn’t like I could threaten the hologram.

      “All right,” I said, accepting the fact that I was about to step into an underground, probably illegal fighting ring. “Let’s get to work.”

      “Did you hear him?” Andrew asked Kel. “Did you hear that phrase? I need something like that. That sounds so cool. Kel, can you send out the word that the Hero of Mars will be fighting Bone Cleaver in twenty minutes. We’ll get all the usuals.”

      I was about to protest, when Andrew lifted his arm.

      “Don’t worry, it’s not like anyone who runs in our inner circle is going to announce your presence to the GG,” Andrew said, already intercepting my concerns. “We have a code here. Whoever dies in the ring, stays in the ring.”

      “Wonderful,” I muttered as we rose from the table.

      Kel hurried off to spread the word.

      I followed Andrew to a door on the other side of the room where a steep set of steps descended to the underground arena. I noticed Andrew didn’t have a set of floating holo projectors like Al needed.

      His bright holographic form moved freely around the building unhindered.

      “How’s he doing that?” I asked Al. “I mean, how come he doesn’t need projectors?”

      “Hard light emitters on every corner of this place,” Al said with something like admiration in her voice. “Very pricy but effective.”

      When we reached the ground below us, yet another pair of tough centurions that looked like they wanted to hurt me guarded a closed door.

      They nodded with respect to Andrew and then moved aside to allow us entrance. One of them opened the door for us.

      I’m not sure what kind of noise-dampening technology was being used or if it wasn’t tech at all and just thick walls. As soon as we walked through the door and into the room, the sound of the crowd was deafening.

      A wide-open underground room with an electric dome in the middle served as the focal point of entertainment. All around the dome, stadium seating was set up with a pretty packed crowd at this time of the day.

      I wouldn’t expect an underground fighting ring to be busy in the morning, but to be fair, it wasn’t like I was an expert on these things. Smoke drifted in the air as credits changed hands faster than I could track.

      I got a better look at the dome-like cage. Blue electric current ran around the perimeter of the dome in circles that gradually became smaller and smaller as they neared the top.

      Right now, there was a man and a woman in the cage beating on each other as if their lives depended in it.

      “Kick him in the goodies!” one of the people in attendance shouted.

      “The throat!” someone else added. “Go for the throat!”

      “Ahhh, listen to them,” Andrew said with a look on his face like a proud father. “That new girl is doing some serious damage. Who knows, she might be a future champion.”

      Between an opening in the crowd, I leaned in closer to get a better look at the fighter in the cage.

      I blinked a few times, not believing my eyes as I recognized the woman.
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      “Cryx?” I asked out loud.

      Of course there was no one to answer me.

      Andrew just looked at me with a shrug.

      “Most of our fighters come in with aliases and a dark past,” Andrew answered. “I have to admit I was hesitant to let her in the cage, but she insisted. I’m glad I did; she’s made me a ton of credits so far. Anyway, you should go ahead and rest up or go through whatever prefight program you have set up. You’re next.”

      I only half heard Andrew as I moved toward the cage. It was Cryx, no doubt. She bled from a cut lip and a shallow laceration above her left eyebrow.

      The crowd roared as her opponent came at her with a flying punch. Cryx stepped to the side and threw a right elbow, connecting with the man’s jaw. He went limp, falling to the ground as if he’d suddenly forgotten how to use his legs altogether.

      The crowd went wild.

      I pushed my way to the front of the cage through the standing crowd around the electric blue perimeter.

      To my surprise, Cryx actually looked like she was enjoying herself. She lifted her arms into the air, shouting back at the crowd in ecstasy born from battle.

      “Well, it’s not like she’s being held against her will or anything,” Al chimed in. “I mean, look at her. She looks like she’s having a good time.”

      I reached the edge of the platform, making eye contact with Cryx at the same moment.

      She looked like a kid who got caught sneaking out of the house to go meet up with some friends.

      “Daniel?” Cryx asked, looking at me with large eyes. “What are you doing here?”

      I could barely hear her over the noise of those gathered. What I did notice was the man we thought she just knocked out was getting back to his feet behind her.

      I shook my head as Cryx approached.

      “Behind you,” I shouted as loud as I could, pointing over her shoulder. “Cryx, behind you!”

      Cryx turned around to see what the rest of the crowd already knew. The bearded man she’d just knocked over staggered on his feet, trying to shake his head free of the cobwebs. No doubt he was the victim of a serious concussion.

      Cryx moved in again, light on her feet. She ducked a clumsy blow to her head and popped up, delivering a left to his side that made him hunch over, and a right to the side of his face that put him out again.

      There was a collective “Ohhhhhhh!” from the crowd as the man fell again.

      There wasn’t any kind of referee in the cage with the combatants to tell when the fight was over. Cryx trotted back to me, wiping blood and sweat from her face.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      “I could be asking you the same thing,” I shouted back. “You’re supposed to be with Cassie.”

      “X is with her.” Cryx shrugged. “They’re fine. I was bored out of my mind and then I found this wonderful place to hang out and train.”

      The blue lines forming the dome on the platform blinked out of existence. Andrew took center stage.

      “Wow, wow, wow, what a great performance from one of our newer fighters,” Andrew said, clapping his hands and playing to the approval of the crowd. “Lift a hand in the air, Carnage. You deserve it!”

      Cryx AKA “Carnage” beamed, turning and shaking her left fist in the air. She made sure she looked at the crowd from every angle, bowing and smiling.

      “She’s actually pretty good at this, especially the showman part,” Al thought out loud. “Maybe she has a career doing this professionally. I mean, not like an illegal underground ring, but one of the wrestling leagues on Mars could be nice.”

      “No,” I told the AI.

      A pair of what I guessed passed for medics jumped onto the platform with a hover gurney to wheel the unconscious loser out.

      “Cryx,” I told the girl when the applause died down. “Cryx, you shouldn’t be here.”

      “And do I have a surprise for you,” Andrew continued when the noise abated. “Our champion, Bone Cleaver, will be making a special appearance next.”

      The crowd loved that.

      “Bone Cleaver, Bone Cleaver, Bone Cleaver!” those in attendance chanted.

      “I know,” Cryx said, hopping down from the platform to land beside me. “It’s just so cripping boring here.”

      Someone handed her a towel and a water canister.

      “Hey, what are you doing here anyway?” Cryx asked, confused. “I thought you were hunting down a lead on the moon.”

      “And as his opponent,” Andrew shouted, taking a long pause here to build the anticipation of the moment. “You may know him as the Hero of Mars, straight from the front lines fighting the Voy Invasion, I give you the Savage wild man, Danieeeeeeel Huuuuuuuuunt.”

      Andrew extended a hand in my direction. The crowd went wild again. I even received a few hand slaps on the back.

      “I shouldn’t be here, but it’s okay for you to be, huh?” Cryx asked with an amused raised eyebrow. “The Savage Wild Man? Did you come up with that? Also, are you sure you want to face Bone Cleaver? I mean, my credits are on you all the way, but that guy is no joke either. Plus, they’re probably going to put some kind of restriction on you.”

      “Place your bets and buckle in, ladies and gentlemen,” Andrew continued. He didn’t have a microphone, but his voice still filled the room. “It’s going to be a wild ride!”

      “What kind of restriction are you talking about?” I asked with a sideways frown. “That wasn’t part of the deal.”

      “Oh, you know, handicap match, enhanced gravity penalty, a sight nullifier,” Cryx said, motioning to me for the vambrace on my arm. “They’re not going to let you take that in either.”

      “Right,” I said, removing the vambrace and handing it to Cryx. I realized I wasn’t even sure how much she knew about Preacher. “Cassie talk to you after the last time I called?”

      “You mean about Preacher?” Cryx asked, not making eye contact. She accepted the vambrace. “Yeah—yeah, she did. He’ll pull through. He’s probably old enough to be my grandpa, but he’s the toughest man I’ve ever met, no offense.”

      “No offense taken,” I told her. “I agree.”

      I knew Preacher was the one that trained Cryx; it was part of the reason she fought with dual blades. What I didn’t know was if I should offer a chance for her to see him. Would it do either of them good? What about Cassie? Shouldn’t Cryx be with Cassie right now anyway?

      I pushed these thoughts out of my mind as Andrew took center stage again.

      “Aaaaaaaand leeeeeeeet’s get reeeeeeady to baaaaaaatle,” Andrew’s holographic form yelled out, working the crowd into a frenzy. It looked like in the short time since I entered the underground fighting ring, even more people had shown up.

      “Don’t these people have jobs or places to be?” I asked incredulously. “It’s not even lunch time yet.”

      “You know him as the harbinger of doom, the rip master, the dean of mean, and the bearer of pain, I give you your champion, Booooooone Cleaver!” Andrew did some kind of extravagant arm gesture, pointing to an entrance in the far corner of the room.

      The double doors burst open as a spotlight in the ceiling tracked the movements of the man emerging from the doors. He was a little bit taller than me with more muscle and tattoos covering his chest.

      He wore short shorts with his hands and ankles wrapped with red tape. The most disconcerting thing about him was his mask. The mask was of an alien Voy complete with six eyes and pointed teeth filling its mouth.

      It was clear the crowd loved this guy. The room felt electric with energy as they roared and chanted his name.

      Bone Cleaver, for his part, played it up, jumping up and down. He lifted his hands for more volume as he jogged to the platform and jumped on top alongside Andrew.

      “And his challenger, the Hero of Mars, the savage man incarnate, Dannnniel Hunt!” Andrew pointed to me.

      I blinked under the spotlight, getting to the ring and shouting back to Cryx. “Don’t let that vambrace out of your hands. This shouldn’t take long.”

      I walked to the center of the platform, where Bone Cleaver flexed and grunted under his mask. He stared me down, clearly trying to intimidate me.

      He was trying to steal from the wrong street vendor if he thought he was going to scare me. I had faced down real Voy, abominations on Leviathan Station, and now symbiote-infected humans.

      “The rules are, there are no rules!” Andrew shouted to the approval of the crowd. “Bring up the fence!”

      Blue light ringed the curlicue platform, placing a blue ring of electricity every foot or so all the way up to create a domed roof.

      “Any words before we begin?” Andrew asked Bone Cleaver, offering the masked man a fake microphone with a fist under his chin.

      I don’t know what kind of tech they were using, but when Bone Cleaver spoke, his voice was amplified just like Andrew’s had been.

      “I’m going to crush you, little man,” Bone Cleaver said, getting in my personal space. “I’m going to show you why they call me the Cleaver of Bone. I’m going to hurt you so bad, your momma’s going to feel it. I’m going to break your back and feed it to your children. I’m going to pick you up, tie you up in a bow, and mail you to the Earth. You feel me?”

      Bone Cleaver pandered to the crowd and poked me in the chest as he finished the show. The crowd provided a great sounding board, cheering and shouting for him as they laughed at his colorful language.

      “Strong words, strong words,” Andrew said. “And we know you mean them, Bone Cleaver. I mean, what you did to your last opponent. Well, I don’t think he’ll be sitting right for a week. Daniel, do you have anything to say before we begin?”

      Andrew maneuvered his fist below my chin so I could speak.

      I really didn’t have time for any of this, but I figured what the heck I was here, right? I summoned the deepest voice I could muster and channeled my favorite wrestler.

      “Well, I’m going to tell you what, brother,” I said, opening my hands and talking with my arms as much as possible in order to seem as animated as I could. “I’m not sure how you plan on fighting in those short shorts that belong to some child, but I’m not here to put you down or talk about what your face must really look like for you to have to wear that mask. No, I’m going to let my foot do the talking as I stick it where the moon’s sun don’t shine.”

      There was a pause from the crowd. A moment where I even saw Andrew’s mouth drop in surprise. I think he may have even shed a tear of admiration.

      Then the room went crazy.

      I mean nuts, like people were handing out free stem before the weekend.

      “Well done,” Andrew said, stepping away from the two of us. “Good luck. You’re going to need it.”
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      Maybe I should have asked him what he meant with that last parting comment, but I had more pressing things to worry about at the moment.

      Bone Cleaver was jumping up and down circling me as he warmed up his arms and fingers. He even let out a few primal howls for the crowd. I moved to the center of the ring, allowing Bone Cleaver to continue his showmanship antics as he danced around me.

      The perimeter of the platform cracked with blue electric wires ringing us in. Escape wasn’t an option. I was good with that. Bone Cleaver was trapped in here with me. Not the other way around, despite what he might think.

      Bone Cleaver launched forward out of nowhere. I think he was going to try and tackle me. I pivoted on my left foot, sending a right kick to his ribs. It landed with a solid thud. He went down holding his rib cage in pain.

      A unanimous “Ohhhhhhhhh” from the crowd filled the air.

      Bone Cleaver rolled on the floor.

      “Well, this doesn’t look like a fair fight,” Andrew said from somewhere outside the ring. “What do you say we even the odds with a little heightened gravity?”

      The crowd loved that idea, which meant I probably wasn’t going to like it.

      A floating silver bot that looked like a thick printed pancake floated in between the blue electric wires and hovered above me. The effects were instantaneous.

      I felt heavier, like I was being pressed down into the ground by some invisible force.

      As I adjusted to the feeling, Bone Cleaver got to his feet, still holding a hand to his injured left ribs. This time, he came at me a bit slower and more methodically.

      He aimed a right fist into my face that I barely blocked and followed up with a left. I misjudged avoiding the next attack thanks to the increased gravity. It felt like I was moving under water, in quicksand even.

      Bone Cleaver hit me with the left and another right. I lifted both hands in front of my face, blocking the blows. On his third attempt, I had had enough. I grabbed his arm and broke his wrist by snapping his hand back further than it was intended to move.

      He screamed out on that one. Even with gravity working against me, I saw my opening. I slammed my right fist straight into his chin so hard, I thought I might have taken his head off.

      Instead, the Voy mask flew off his face as he fell unconscious to the ground. The weirdest thing was that he actually looked like a nice guy, clean shaven with bright blue eyes and well-kept blonde hair.

      The crowd was stunned as their champion fell. The fight took no longer than a minute with their hero getting in two solid hits before it was lights out for him.

      “Your new champion and king of the ring,” Andrew said as his holographic form passed through the electric wires. “Daniiiiiiel Huuuuuunt!”

      Those in attendance cheered. At least, half of them did. I had a feeling the other half lost a fair amount of money due to betting on the previous champion.

      “Wow, I—I just did not see that coming,” Andrew said, looking down at the knocked-out Bone Cleaver. “If I had known you operated at this level, I would have made it a handicapped match. Two on one. Three on one even. Say, when are you going to be in town next? With some warning, I could put on one heck of a main event. We could pack this place to capacity. Four on one, you versus the four best we have.”

      “Thanks for offering,” I said as the gravity bot overhead zoomed away. “But I think I’ll just take our agreed-upon payment and be out.”

      “Come on.” Andrew slumped like a kid that didn’t get what he wanted for his birthday. “I’ll even give you a bigger cut of the profits, eighty-twenty.”

      I shook my head.

      “Did I say eighty-twenty? I meant seventy-thirty.”

      “I’m not interested in fighting or in your credits,” I told him.

      “You run a hard bargain, Mr. Hunt, but I can tell when you mean business.” Andrew threw up his hands in surrender. “You got me. You got me. Okay. I’ll do sixty-forty for you.”

      “The mask?” I asked. “I’m kind of in a hurry.”

      “All right, all right,” Andrew sighed. “A deal is a deal, and if nothing else, I’m a man of my word. Follow me.”

      We jumped off the platform with Cryx following close behind. Another ring announcer took Andrew’s spot, announcing the next fight between  the Shark and the Tornado.

      I kind of wanted to stay and watch a shark take on a tornado, but I knew what we had to do.

      Andrew directed us to another pair of doors on the right side of the large room that read Personnel Only.

      Centurions wearing dark goggles opened the door for Andrew when he approached.

      We walked into a really nice room. I’m talking gaudy paintings on the wall with wide mirrors and thick carpet under foot. Overstuffed cushions sat in front of a dark brown desk.

      “Can’t really sit in this thing because I’ll sink through.” Andrew chuckled to himself, taking a standing position behind the desk. “I’m controlling all of this remotely now from my physical position. So what do you want? I can make you a nice elderly gentleman ready to retire, an ex-boxer with a mangled face, or even a woman if that’s your thing.”

      “Uh, what exactly did I get myself into here?” Cryx asked. “Should I wait outside?”

      “No nothing weird,” I answered. “Andrew here is making me a disguise. Al, can you send him what we need?”

      “Already done,” Al answered. “Schematics are waiting for you, Mr. Freeman.”

      “Mmm hmm, mmm, hmm,” Andrew said, placing a hand on his chin as he looked down on his desk, which turned into a computer screen.

      I couldn’t see what he was looking at. The flat monitor in his desk made it so only he could see what scrolled across the screen.

      “This won’t take long,” Andrew said, extending his holographic fingers in a cracking motion. “Are you sure you want this particular face exactly? I mean, it’s not very flattering. I’m Picasso over here and all you’re asking for is a very basic stick figure to be drawn.”

      “This has to be it,” Al answered. “This is who they’ll be expecting.”

      “All right,” Andrew said, turning the music on. An old Earth melody filled the room played by string instruments. I couldn’t remember the name of them, but they sounded beautiful.

      Andrew’s hands flew across the screen on his desk like a tech conductor in front of a full hype orchestra. Each finger moved up and down as he entered his flow state and constructed what I could only assume was a masterpiece.

      I took the opportunity to speak with Cryx.

      “I know, I know, no more fighting in seedy underground arenas. I should be with Cassie,” Cryx said before I could open my mouth.

      “Yes, all of that, but that isn’t what I was going to say,” I answered. “Where is Cassie? How is she?”

      “The next city over,” Cryx answered. “I think she’s good. Can’t wait to see you. She’s doing twelve-hour reconditioning phases with the Operator to set her mind right. X is with her the entire time and since X doesn’t sleep, it leaves me just sitting around.”

      “Right,” I answered. “Well, don’t get too bored. Stay sharp. I’m going to need you. We’re going to need you all before this is over.”

      “There’s something going on with the GG, isn’t there?” Cryx whispered, looking over my shoulder at Andrew.

      I turned, but the man didn’t seem like he was paying the least amount of attention to us. So wrapped up in his work, he reminded me of some kind of wizard creating a potion.

      “The Vice Chancellor may be in league with this new alien virus that’s spreading,” I told her. “It’s actually not a virus at all but an intelligent symbiote spread through saliva and bodily fluids.”

      “That sounds horrible and exciting,” Cryx answered, rubbing her hands together. “What are the odds we get to fight these things soon?”

      “It’s already started,” I told her. “Be careful what you wish for.”

      “And there we are,” Andrew said. “The 3D model is created in the computer and now we’ll print it out for you and you’ll be set.”

      “We’ll be ready when you need us,” Cryx said, sensing our time together coming to a close. “Wait until I tell Cassie and X about your performance in the dome. They’re going to flip.”

      “Be careful,” I told her. “We’re fighting an enemy on two fronts now. The symbiote is running around the moon as well as the battle bots. We can’t trust them either.”

      Cryx gave me a wink. “Careful is my middle name.”

      She left out the same doors we came through before I could remind her that “careful” was in fact not her middle name at all or even a word I would use to describe her.

      “That girl’s going to give me an ulcer,” I said under my breath.

      “What? Cryx?” Al asked, aghast. “She reminds me of you. If I could get ulcers, you would have already given me half a dozen. She’ll be fine, she’s a good kid.”

      “Well, well, well, my space Cinderella,” Andrew said. “I think you’re ready for the ball.”

      I directed my attention over to the desk Andrew worked behind. Next to his screen, a square glass box slowly lifted. Inside was a fleshy mask of an older man with a bad comb over, warts, a double chin, and sunken eyes.

      Andrew caught my eye and shrugged. “Don’t look at me like that. It’s what you ordered.”

      “It’s perfect!’ Al shouted. “It looks exactly like I pictured Heratio De La Villa.”

      “Who?” I asked.

      “You’re a new reporter at the Moon Times named Heratio De La Villa,” Al said in my ear. “This face will match up to the character I created. Hurry and put it on; we can’t be late.”

      Andrew reached inside the glass box, gently removing the printed mask. It flapped in his hands, flaccid and dead.

      “Andrew, do you also have clothes we could borrow to complete our disguise?” Al asked. “We’ll need to leave our weapons here as well.”

      “Well of course.” Andrew bowed slightly. “Everything you need for a complete disguise and a private exit of your own. I can hold your weapons here or have them sent to wherever you’re staying.”

      “I’ll pick them up here,” I answered.

      “Don’t trust me to know where you’re going to be while in town?” Andrew feigned a look of indignation. “I’m hurt. I’m actually hurt. We’ve been through so much already. I mean, from sharing jokes in the lounge above to entertaining the crowd and now creating art together.”

      “I’ve known you for an hour,” I told him. “If that.”

      “And yet I feel as if you’re a kindred spirit.” Andrew sighed, satisfied. “I think you may be my spirit animal.”

      “Okay, now this is getting weird,” Al interrupted. “We’ve got to get going. Maybe he can give you an autograph or something.”

      “No, no,” Andrew said with a shake of his head. “I have a feeling our paths will cross again. But I digress. Come let the artist work and turn you into something this world has never seen.”
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      “Comfy, Heratio?” Al asked through my earpiece. “If I do say so myself, you look rather dapper. Why are you walking so funny?”

      “These pants are riding so far up my crotch, I’m not sure what I’m going to have left down there when I take them off,” I muttered.

      I had dressed in a suit before, but it wasn’t exactly the clothing I was most comfortable with. Andrew hadn’t lied. He was a master at what he did. The mask fit perfectly over my face. His exit room was more like another warehouse full of clothing of every kind and walls of accessories.

      Right now, I walked down a street in the upper reaches of the city in pants a bit too short for my legs, a bowtie, and glasses. I was instructed by both Al and Andrew that the pants too short for my legs were the “look” we were going for.

      A thick fluffy body suit underneath my clothes gave me extra cushioning as well. I swung my briefcase in my left hand where Al’s sphere sat in a foam carriage. I left both the vambrace and her holo projectors along with my weapons with Andrew.

      The business districts of each city on the moon were a little less busy than their counterparts in the slums. Hovering vehicles were actually able to maneuver their way through the pedestrian crush. One could actually see the sky and the dome covering the entire city here past the towering skyscrapers.

      I noticed an increase of battle bots now as well. They stood sentry on corners, walked in pairs, and of course guarded the Galactic Government building I strode toward.

      The GG building here was stoic and impressive. Tall with a cement exterior, a pair of massive banners fell down the sides emblazoned with the GG sigil of a feline with long canines protruding from the top of its mouth.

      A checkpoint set up at the bottom of the steps led up to the building. The most disconcerting thing was I didn’t see a single Praetorian. Not so much as an officer to oversee the battle bots should anything go amiss.

      I fell into a short line of men and women being checked before they entered the building.

      “Remember, you are Heratio De La Villa,” Al reminded me. “You’ve been a reporter for eight years, you’re single, you like printed waffles for breakfast and prefer exotic teas over nitro caf.”

      “I got it,” I told her, readjusting my pants.

      “How old are you?’ Al quizzed.

      “Thirty-nine,” I answered.

      “What’s your favorite color?”

      “That’s a trick question,” I reminded her. “Horatio has two favorite colors, magenta and coral.”

      “Very good,” Al whistled.

      “Don’t sound so surprised,” I told her. “You saw me in the dome. I think acting could have been a second calling for me.”

      “I just imagined with all the head trauma you’ve received, you’d have the memory of a walnut,” Al answered. “And take it easy with the holo star talk. You put on one mediocre performance for a bunch of drunks and stem heads. Let’s see how you do now.”

      I was next in line to be checked over before being allowed into the Galactic Government facility.

      Along with the heavy battle bot presence were thick disc-shaped hover bots floating in the air and scanning people for what I assumed were weapons. They reminded me of the bot that increased my gravity in the dome.

      “All right, next,” the battle bot to my left said, waving me forward.

      I took a step and offered them my briefcase and identification chip.

      The bot on my right leaned in to scan my chip while the one on the left accepted my briefcase. Another robot overhead scanned me for weapons.

      “ID chip checks out,” the bot on right told his counterpart.

      “What’s this?” the bot on the left asked, opening my briefcase and looking at the orb.

      “It’s my AI,” I answered with a twang I had been practicing internally since I found out my name was Heratio De La Villa. It sounded better in my head to be honest, but I was committed now. “She helps me with notes, meetings, and recording interviews and such. Buttercup, say hi.”

      Al was silent.

      “Buttercup,” I goaded her. “Say hello, now, we’re going to be late for our meeting.”

      “Hello,” Al said so menacing and quiet, I thought for sure she was going over the many ways to murder me in her head or whatever passed for her head.

      The scan bot overhead moved over to Al and checked her out as well before the battle bots nodded and returned my briefcase.

      “Move along,” the bot on my right said, waving me forward.

      “Why, thank you kind sir,” I answered, accepting my briefcase and continuing up the stairs.

      “Buttercup?” Al asked in my ear.

      “If I have to be Heratio De La Villa, then you have to be Buttercup,” I whispered back.

      “I have your Buttercup right here,” Al said in a tone that promised there would be repercussions for her new nickname.

      I couldn’t focus on that right now. Each step got me closer to yet another barricade and this time a whole unit of battle bots outside the front doors of the building.

      These bots allowed me entry without stopping me for another search.

      Inside, the Galactic Government building teemed with people walking across a large open foyer. A desk to my left showed a pair of twin holograms working behind a shared desk.

      “Excuse me there,” I asked in my new accent. “I’m here to interview the Vice Chancellor. I have an appointment. Heratio De La Villa with the Moon Times?”

      The holograms alternated words as they spoke, creating a strange rhythm to their words.

      “Yes—we—see—you—here—proceed—to—room—184,” they said.

      “Well, thank you kindly indeed,” I told them, walking off to find the room.

      “What is that accent anyway?” Al asked. “It started off maybe Latin but now has evolved to old southern, some pre-Fall of Earth stuff.”

      I didn’t offer a response, heading for a hall on the opposite side of the building with a row of doors. Whatever Andrew had done to the mask, it itched at the base of my neck. I was under strict orders not to touch or adjust the second skin on my face.

      I stretched my chin upward and worked my jaw around, trying to get some relief.

      “Will you stop that?” Al asked. “You’re drawing unwanted attention to us.”

      “This thing itches like a—a—well, I don’t really know what, but it itches a lot,” I said, lowering my chin and stretching my head from side to side.

      I followed the numbers on the doors until I reached one that read 184. I rapped on the steel door. There wasn't a handle that I could see, just a scanner on the left mounted on the wall.

      “Yes?” an unfriendly voice asked.

      “Why, hello, sir,” I said, getting into character. I pushed the glasses on the bridge of my nose closer to my face. “My name is Heratio De La Villa from the Moon Times. I have an appointment with the Vice Chancellor for an interview today.”

      There was no response, but the door in front of me did click open. It slid into the wall, revealing a comfortable-looking room with, yep, you guessed it another unit of battle bots.

      I stepped inside, nodding to the bots as if I were going to get a warm greeting in return. They only stared at me with that one bright red eye of theirs. Cold grayed-out armor so different from the Praetorian mustard-yellow reminded me what I was dealing with.

      Inside the room, a few chairs were set up. I recognized the Vice Chancellor from pictures and the holo feed I had seen of him giving his speech. He looked just like he did on camera. Right now, he sat in his seat speaking with another man who bent down low to hear what he had to say. This man wore a pair of dark-lensed goggles.

      Both men looked up at me as I approached.

      “Hello,” I said, extending a hand. “Heratio De La Villa with the Moon Times.”

      The man with the goggles took a step back and remained quiet.

      Vice Chancellor Mandrake heaved a heavy sigh then stood up and took my hand.

      “Hello,” he said, putting on his own mask and polite politician’s smile. “If we can get started. You can imagine how packed my schedule is these days.”

      “Of course, of course, and thank you for your time, sir,” I said, releasing his hand and settling into the chair opposite his own.

      I got a really good look at him when we shook hands. If he was infected by a symbiote, there were no signs. The whites of his eyes were just that, white. No ooze or green liquid came out his nose, mouth, or ears. Unless the symbiote had already evolved to the point that there were no outward signs, then the Vice Chancellor was not infected.

      The man standing behind him over his right shoulder, however, kept a handkerchief handy. At sporadic intervals, he dabbed the cloth to his nose or mouth. The handkerchief, like his clothing, was black.

      It was hard to see if the man had a cold or he was actually infected.

      “You’ve done enough of these by now,” I said, settling in my seat. “I’m going to ask some questions and just dialogue with you. My AI Buttercup will begin recording when you’re ready.”

      “I am needed by the people even as we speak,” Vice Chancellor Mandrake answered. “The sooner we begin, the sooner we can end and I can get back to work.”

      “And here we go,” I answered with a genuine smile. “Vice Chancellor Mandrake, I think everyone is concerned during these unprecedented times of not just this sickness that’s covering our solar system but what may have caused it. Can you speak to that? Is there any way to know what exactly we’re dealing with here? Is there any way it might be alien in nature?”

      “As you know, we have the very best looking into that now,” the Vice Chancellor answered. “We have no reason to believe the virus is alien. We do know it spreads from human to human and does not affect tech or bots. I’d encourage our people to remain vigilant and indoors during this time.”

      “And the battle bots that have become so recognizable so quickly,” I said, leaning forward. “Some have speculated that these bots were already made and ready for distribution. Perhaps they were created in anticipation of an opportunity like this.”

      “Opportunity isn’t the word I’d use, Mr. De La Villa,” the Vice Chancellor scowled. “This is a serious crisis. I for one am grateful there were battle bots ready to be deployed when we needed them the most. These bots will save Praetorian lives. Already they are replacing our Praetorian men and women on the front lines. What you should be asking me is how many human lives will be saved by enacting Title 77.”

      “Of course,” I answered, reeling him back in. I could tell the Vice Chancellor was getting worked up. I needed him relaxed and calm to get as much information from him as possible. “How many lives will be saved by using the bottle bots?”

      “With the policy that I’ve created, battle bots will take complete control from the Galactic Government’s Praetorians in the matter of days,” the Vice Chancellor explained with a grin as if this were a good thing. “Over two hundred thousand Praetorians will be able to be home with their families safe and out of harm’s way until this crisis is met. Then and only then will they be able to return to work. And may I add, they will continue to be paid while they are home.”

      “Very generous of you,” I said, playing to his ego.

      “I’m doing everything I can to provide,” the Vice Chancellor said like some kind of generous king surveying his vassals. “We’ll only get through this together. That means people staying inside and Praetorians stepping down from their posts to be replaced by their droid counterparts.”

      “And the Chancellor?” I asked, switching gears. “Has there been any news on her recovery?”

      Vice Chancellor Mandrake lifted a brow.

      A smile cracked his lips then disappeared so quickly, I wondered if it had ever really been there at all.

      “We are all so very concerned with Chancellor Marie’s health. However, I was just notified this morning that she’s fallen into a deep coma and there’s no telling when she might return to her duties, if ever.”
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      The inside walls of my mouth went dry. I couldn’t tell if the Vice Chancellor was lying or not. No, he wouldn’t. Something had happened to the Chancellor in the day that I had been with her.

      She was recovering well when I saw her. I didn’t believe in coincidences. I didn’t believe she had “slipped” into a coma at all. More than likely, she was forced into one.

      I cleared my throat, recovering from my shock.

      “Why, sir, that is worrisome news indeed,” I said, shaking my head. “Our hearts and prayers go out to her and her family. You must be broken up yourself. Wasn’t she your mentor?”

      “Yes, she was a great teacher,” Vice Chancellor Mandrake nodded. “I’m heartbroken, but I’ll find a way forward. The future is bright as long as we all fall in line together.”

      “Changing lines of conversation back to this virus,” I said, studying the Vice Chancellor intently. “There have been reports that it may be more than a normal sickness. Some may even say a parasite or symbiote.”

      That got the attention of both the Vice Chancellor and the man standing over his shoulder. They stared at me intently as if I were going to continue.

      When I didn’t, the man behind the Vice Chancellor wiped his nose with the handkerchief.

      “Easy, tiger king,” Al warned in my ear.

      “Where did you hear that fake news from?” Vice Chancellor rolled his eyes before checking his watch. “I already told you all I’m going to say on the matter. It’s not alien. It’s a human virus we are working on a vaccine to cure. There’s nothing nefarious or extraterrestrial about it. Are we done here?”

      I was debating one last question before I left. I knew it would be the end of our conversation for sure, but even if he didn’t respond just by his body language, I felt confident I’d know the answer.

      Oh, what the heck? I thought to myself. It’s not like you’ve ever played it safe before. Why start now?

      “Just another question, one more and thank you again for being so benevolent with your time,” I said, mustering a sincere smile. “It’s been said that the corporation your family owns has been mass-producing these battle bots. Some people are saying that it’s not right those closest to you should be benefiting from such a tragedy befalling our species. Can you comment on that?”

      The room went quiet. I mean, dead still. I could hear my heart beat in my head.

      “My family’s company has been in business for generations always providing the most cutting edge robotics to our communities at large,” Vice Chancellor Mandrake growled. “Hyperion Industries lent aid during the Voy invasion and now our factories are working night and day to produce battle bots that will save Praetorian lives and end the spread of this plague. If you are insinuating that we are in anyway profiting or had planned this scenario, you are mistaken. Now, I think we’re done here.”

      Hyperion Industries. I recognized the name. He was right. They were there during the fight with the Voy. They lent their aid.

      Battle bots beside and behind me took a step forward as the Vice Chancellor stood from his seat.

      I smiled again, standing from my own seat, and extended my hand.

      The Vice Chancellor shook it as if it were an afterthought and hurried by. The man dressed in black who hadn’t yet said a word hurried to follow him.

      I stepped in his path, nearly knocking into him with an awkward hand outstretched.

      “I’m sorry, sir, I’ve been so rude, I didn’t get your name or a chance to thank you for your time,” I said. He was so close, I didn’t even have room to fully extend my arm toward him.

      Out of my peripheral vision, I saw the battle bots moving in.

      The man smelt of cologne, but some kind of cologne covering must and decay.

      Again, he refused to speak with me and instead moved to go around me.

      “Oh, sorry,” I said, making it look like an accident but intentionally getting in his way as he tried to step right and then left and right again. “Are you going this way?”

      Finally, the man brushed past me and left the room.

      I was alone with a unit of battle bots. They eyed me suspiciously with their red orbs of light.

      I grabbed my suitcase and headed for the door.

      “I’ll see myself out, then,” I said, waving to the battle bots. “Thank you.”

      “You really don’t like living, do you?” Al asked in my ear as I reminded myself not to run but walk out of the building. “Those questions really pushed his buttons.”

      “The Chancellor,” I asked her quietly. “Is what he said true?”

      “No word from the news media on the subject, but I’ve hacked into the Galactic Government mainframe, and yes,” Al said slowly. “It was reported she fell into a coma early this morning. There’s been no direct reason stated.”

      I left the building the same way I came. As soon as I was lost in the crowd of people, I maneuvered to a side alley and hid behind a receptacle bin.

      “What in the name of the Lord of the Way are you doing?” Al asked.

      I made a quick check no one was watching and then removed my mask, bowtie, and coat. With a sigh of relief, I pulled down the pants I wore.

      “I think they’re going to be looking for Heratio De La Villa sooner rather than later,” I told her, tossing the briefcase as well and taking her sphere in my hand.

      “And why would they be doing that?” Al asked cautiously. “Daniel, what did you do?”

      “Remember when I was playing footsie with that guy dressed in all black and the dark goggles?” I asked. “Well, he’s going to be missing a handkerchief.”

      I pulled out the black handkerchief from my right pants pocket with a grin.

      Ewww, on second thought, I’m not sure I should be touching this at all, I thought to myself. It’s gooey.

      “Why, Heratio De La Villa,” Al said, astounded. “I didn’t know you had it in you. And you’re not the only one that played a little soft shoe in the Galactic Government facility. While we were in there, I hacked their live feeds. It’s not a far stretch to be able to listen in next time the Vice Chancellor and his goggles-wearing friend return.”

      “Nice. Any way to tell for sure if the gunk on this handkerchief is the real deal?” I asked. “You know, symbiote fluid?”

      “I can scan it now,” Al answered.

      I placed the black piece of square cloth close to Al’s sphere. The cloth felt damp with some kind of mucus, but I couldn’t tell it’s color for sure due to the dark nature of the cloth itself.

      “Don’t put me that close to it,” Al hissed. “It’s disgusting that guy had it all in his nose and mouth. And congratulations, it’s a boy. One hundred percent confirmed that’s symbiote mucus.”

      I leaned against the cool alley’s brick wall as I ran through what this meant. What it meant for me, for the human species as a whole and the future.

      “So the alien symbiote are working with the Vice Chancellor,” I said out loud, working the possibilities over in my mind like some kind of complicated word problem. “He gets ruling power over the human race with his battle bots and the symbiotes are free to claim as many humans as they want?”

      “Think darker,” Al answered. “What if they’re teaming up? What if the symbiotes go free to evolve and infect all of humanity besides those the Vice Chancellor deems fit. A race of symbiotes with a battle bot army would be a true force to reckon with in the galaxy, maybe even the universe.”

      “I don’t even want to think about that,” I said, shaking my head. I swallowed hard as the dark truth hit me. “We don’t have anyone to report to. With the Chancellor in a coma, who are we going to tell all of this to?”

      “Shane Armstrong would be the next obvious choice,” Al answered. “However, there is always the possibility he too is compromised. Also the possibility that even if he’s not, he’ll lack the ability to do anything.”

      “Can you open up a secure comm channel to him?” I asked, looking up and down the alley. As far as I could tell, no one was interested in me at the moment. Pedestrians passed by as well as personal hover vehicles all eager to be about their own way.

      I waited, feeling my sixth sense go off. It was a feeling in the pit of my stomach. It felt something like anxiety laced with the feeling I needed to move and I was already being watched all at once.

      “He’s not answering,” Al finally said.

      “We need to go,” I told her. “Back to get our weapons from Andrew at the Den and then we’ll regroup with Preacher at his care facility.”

      “Yeahhhhh, I’d hurry if I were you,” Al said slowly. “I don’t know how to tell you this, but the Heratio De La Villa identity I created for you is being checked and searched by the Galactic Government as we speak.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked, entering the flow of pedestrian traffic and speed walking down the sidewalk back toward the Den. Already the busy street was beginning to thin, no doubt the Vice Chancellor’s order to stay inside starting to take effect.

      “Just that, I don’t know how to say it any clearer,” Al huffed. “Heratio De La Villa is being researched by Galactic Government data banks. It’s not going to take long for them to realize no such person exists.”

      “I thought the identity was foolproof,” I growled, side stepping a slower man on the street. “What happened to that?”

      “Well, I didn’t know you were going to start stealing people’s laundry now, did I?” Al asked. “I can lead them down a rabbit hole, but sooner or later, if they start knocking on doors, they’ll realize there never was such a person as Heratio De La Villa. And speak of the devil, I have Shane Armstrong on the line.”

      I looked over my shoulder, not able to shake the feeling of being watched. I saw someone duck into a building’s entryway as soon as I did. Or was that my imagination? I didn’t know and I didn’t have time to figure it out. I had to move, and quickly.

      “Daniel, I can’t talk long,” Shane said, stressed and low over the comm line. “You need to get out. They have people everywhere. They got to the Chancellor. This goes deeper than any of us thought. They know you were visiting her and you two were close. You’re being watched.”

      “Dragon Hold.” I thought of my home. “My team, are they safe?”

      “I don’t think anyone’s safe at this point,” Shane answered. “Don’t trust anyone. I’ll contact you as soon as I can. There’s a movement of Praetorians here who see what’s going on. We need time to mobilize and meet to figure this out.”

      “I understand,” I said as my mind raced for an answer to the mess I had managed to get myself in. “I’ll wait for your call.”

      The line clicked dead.
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      I took a hover cab back to the Den, where Andrew welcomed me with open arms. I think he was a bit hurt when I had to grab my gear and go. Right now, I didn’t have time for anything else but making sure my people were safe.

      I waited until I was dropped off by a cab at the doors to the GG care facility where Preacher underwent treatment.

      “We should move him,” Al warned. “If the Vice Chancellor is looking into Chancellor Marie’s contacts and who she spoke to, it’s just a matter of time before your name pops up.”

      “Okay, we’re going to need a safe house, but first, we need to tell Bapz back at Dragon Hold what’s going on. If the GG come asking questions, he should comply to a search and whatever else they want to see,” I said, agreeing with my own thoughts as the plan formed. “He’s clean. They shouldn’t resist. There’s no need to put them in danger.”

      “On it,” Al answered.

      While she opened the line to communicate with Bapz, I had a moment to myself. The normal crush of foot traffic on the downtown moon street was cut in half, maybe even a third. People were living in fear now, shut indoors from the symbiote they still thought was a virus.

      Massive digital screens and holo screens played commercials and advertisements on the sides of buildings, trying to attract buyers of the latest moon boot to some kind of acrylic lotion meant to temporarily change your skin, the latest fad to hit the market, I guessed.

      My stomach was in knots, not just from the situation, but the fact that lunch had come and gone and now it was time for dinner. I made my way to the street corner where an oversized vendor shouted something about meat on a stick.

      I wasn’t exactly the picky eater type. It didn’t much matter to me what it was made from, printer food no doubt.

      “What can I get you, sir, a kabob kraken? Maybe a meat mouse?” he asked with a greasy smile. “You look like a hungry fellow; perhaps a fillet of feline.”

      “I’ll just take two of the biggest ones you have,” I said, thinking of Butch. Preacher wasn’t likely to be able to keep any of this down. “I’ll pass on the mice and cats, actually. Give me the kraken.”

      “Oh, rest assured it’s just a marketing ploy.” The man laughed out loud. “Rest assured all the meat comes from a printer. They’re not real mice and cats.”

      He worked behind his counter, handing me two steaming mounds of meat on a stick. The aroma coming from the meal made my mouth water like a broken dam.

      I brought out my data chip to pay. I was about to sink my teeth into the largest of the kraken kabobs when the vendor’s face went from pinkish red to a hue of pale white.

      He looked up over my shoulder at something I had yet to notice.

      “Actually, actually—” The man swallowed so hard, I saw his Adam’s apple punch his second chin. “I don’t want any trouble here, you understand? Meal’s on the house.”

      I looked at him, confused, then turned to see what he was looking at. One of the largest digital screens hanging from the side of the building showed a picture of me. There was no sound, but a banner at the bottom read all I needed to know.

      
        
        News Flash: The Galactic Government is looking for Daniel Hunt. The previous Hero of Mars is considered extremely dangerous. If you see him, please contact your local authorities immediately. He’s wanted in connection with the attack on the Chancellor.

        

      

      “Oh, crip,” I said out loud.

      One by one, the screens on the sides of the building flicked from whatever they had been advertising to the same image of my mug and the warning scrolling underneath.

      Already people were starting to stop and look up at my image on the screen.

      “Hey, hey, he’s here!” the street vendor cried out. “I see him. He’s right here.”

      “Oh crip, indeed,” Al echoed. “We need to secure Preacher and Butch and get out of here. It’s about to get crazy.”

      More and more people took note of the street vendor and his shouts.

      I was already on the move. I had to get Preacher and Butch and then where, I didn’t really know. It was only obvious to me that I couldn’t stay here.

      I burst through the doors to the Galactic Government care facility. Lucky for me, this wasn’t a guarded station. It was more of a hospital setup to handle longer term care for the Galactic Government.

      People were shouting at me and telling me to stop, but I had zero time to listen. I raced toward Preacher’s room and threw open the door.

      Butch rose, showing teeth and hackles for a split second until she realized it was me.

      Preacher lay asleep in his bed.

      “We’ve got to go, Mijo,” I said, using his nickname for me. “We’ve got to go.”

      “Daniel?” Preacher asked, waking with confusion. With pain, he forced himself up on an elbow. “What’s going on?”

      “We’re being framed for what happened to the Chancellor,” I told him, grabbing his clothes and sheathed katana from his nightstand. “I’ll explain it all later, but we’ve got to go.”

      To his credit, Preacher took the news like a champ. Without question, he moved to a sitting position and I helped him with his clothes. I knew we were all doing the best we could, but it felt like hours were passing as I helped him dress.

      When did he become so feeble? I asked myself. Can he make it? No, he will. He has to make it.

      “Aaaaaaand, it looks like we're blasting our way out,” Al informed us. “Units are approaching the front. I suggest the rear exit. Nope, too late; they’re there too. Still, go out the rear; there are less of them gathered there.”

      “Let’s go,” I said, taking the lead with Preacher behind me. “Stay low and behind my body. I can take the damage, you can’t. Butch, watch our backs and, kill.”

      It struck me as we exited Preacher’s room, I'd never had to give the wolf an order before. I probably didn’t need to give it to her now.

      Without hesitation, Butch shoved her way past me into the hall first. I understood what she was doing in that second. Her love for us compelled her to go out first. She was willing to without question put her body in harm’s way. Loyalty like that still confused me, even though I carried the same in my heart for others.

      We exited the deserted hall. MK II in my hand, Preacher held onto my left shoulder with his left hand and his own katana in his right.

      Bright lights glowed overhead. I could hear sirens outside and then a loudspeaker, a battle bot in that easily recognizable mechanical voice.

      “Daniel Hunt, by order of Vice Chancellor Vincent Mandrake and the Galactic Government, you are commanded to give up and turn yourself in,” the voice said with zero emotion. “Turn yourself in or you will be fired upon.”

      “Down the hall, make a right, then another left, and you’ll be led to the rear exit,” Al coached me. “They’re breaching the front and back door now. Four battle bots from the rear. Eight from the front.”

      I took all this information in, already seeing the acts of coming violence in my mind’s eye before the actual physical action took place. I committed the killing in my heart now so my body would follow when the time came.

      “Stay low,” I called out to Preacher behind me.

      I kicked in a pair of double doors and turned to my right.

      “Here they come,” Al shouted.

      A pair of steel grey battle bots turned the corner with weapons in hand. There was no hesitation when they saw me. They didn’t wait to see if I was in fact going to turn myself in. Apparently, the talk of giving myself in was just for show, no doubt to calm gathered onlookers outside.

      They opened fire.

      The battle bots were faster than I gave them credit for. My mistake. Pain ripped through my left shoulder, right under where Preacher held on to me. My body spun a bit to the left with the impact. The hallway exploded in a cacophony of weapon fire as I unloaded on the battle bots with hard tungsten steel rounds.

      The battle bots did the same with red laser fire.

      I concentrated my aim on the battle bot to the left. Four trigger pulls to the battle bot’s red eye sent a shower of sparks before it convulsed and dropped to the floor.

      The second droid hit me with a round in the gut. In my experience, getting shot in the knee cap and the stomach are the worst places possible. I went down under a wave of pain that took my breath away.

      No, you can’t go down, I yelled at myself. Preacher’ll be left open.

      I turned my downward descent into a stagger. I lifted my head to see the battle bot aim its weapon at my skull. I was too close now to do much but take the punishment. The narrow hall afforded zero cover.

      One Second I braced myself for pain and the next Preacher’s katana hilt stuck in the center of the battle bot. The battle bot looked down at the katana, staggering. Clumsy robotic hands grasped for it. Butch didn’t let that happen. The she-wolf charged forward. Jumping through the air, she slammed into the bot, taking its neck in her powerful protected jaws and shook it from side to side.

      I looked back to see Preacher fall to his side, exhausted from the single throw.

      “Daniel,” Al said out loud. “You’ve got to move. You’ve got to move now or you’ll be boxed in. Those eight battle bots in the front are just down the hall behind you. Move, now!”

      I bottled the pain I felt in my gut and shoulder and helped Preacher to his feet.

      “One more round,” I told him.

      Preacher just nodded. I could see the lethargy in his one good eye. He was saving his breath for walking at the moment.

      I reached down and pulled the katana free from the battle bot, placing it in Preacher’s sheath on his back. He wasn’t able to walk on his own anymore. I had to support him with my left arm around his waist and his right arm over my shoulder.

      “Give—give me a blaster,” Preacher gasped, reaching like a newborn for one of the weapons the battle bots no longer needed.

      There was no time to argue. If he could hold it, then I wasn’t going to say no.

      I could hear the battle bots behind us descending down the hall. Their metal feet made a distinct slapping sound against the tile.

      Preacher and I turned the last corner. I could see the exit through glass doors and the street beyond. I also saw the last pair of battle bots waiting for us.

      As soon as they saw us, they both activated personal shields. Golden glowing orbs that reminded me of the color Al used when she was projected came to life around them.

      “Oh, crip,” Al said. “They have personal shields. Watch out!”

      The glass from the doors between us shattered as we all opened fire on one another. Preacher and I pumped round after round into the bottle bots as they did the same. I tried to cover Preacher as much as possible. My left knee gave out and something hit my chest.

      So much adrenaline flowed through me, I knew I was feeling only a fraction of the pain I should be.

      Butch disappeared behind us as blaster fire erupted to our rear. The battle bots coming from our rear had finally caught up. Without hesitation, she was willing to buy us all the time she could.

      Our rounds splashed against the battle bots’ personal force fields down the hall, doing no damage to the actual targets themselves.

      We were so close. I could see the street outside. It was just a matter of time until Preacher was hit and who knew what they would do to me once captured.

      Preacher fell to the ground next to me as we let our fury loose on the untouchable battle bots in front of us.

      Neither Preacher or I were going to give up. It wasn’t in our DNA. Death before quitting.

      An explosion rocked the outside of the building so violently, the lights flickered off and on. Black smoke wafted where the pair of force field wielding battle bots stood a moment before.

      Angel appeared out of nowhere. She ran through the smoke and into the hall.

      “You boys always need to be saved?” Angel asked with a grin.

      “Butch,” I said, feeling the joy in my heart turn to worry as the sounds of battle raged behind us.

      “Sam’s got her,” Angel said, coming over and lifting Preacher off the ground. “We need to go, now.”

      I staggered to my feet as Angel helped Preacher down the hall and into the black smoke outside.

      I looked back to Butch and Samantha. Butch jogged to me, unscathed as far as I could tell. Samantha wore the same helmet I had seen her don in the Badlands. Her bow hung over her shoulder.

      Right now, she extended her right hand in front of her with her palm open as if it created some kind of invisible shield. Battle bots poured around the corner, firing on her. Every shot bounced off her hand as if by magic.

      I was reminded of Samantha’s true ability awakening during the war with the Voy. Immortal Corp experimented on her just like the rest of the Pack Protocol. Unlike the rest of us, her powers seemed to be the strongest, controlling things with her mind.

      Right hand out in front of her as a shield, Sam used her left hand like a holo orchestra conductor on too much nitro caf.

      She clenched her left hand like a fist, crumpling one of the battle bots as easily as I would crush a dirt clod in my hand. The next battle bot she shoved backward so hard, it slammed against the wall, creating a crater the shape of its body in the wall.

      I wish I could have stayed to see more, but Al reminded me what was at stake.

      “Let’s go,” Al shouted from my vambrace as Butch offered me support. I put a hand on the wolf’s body armor as I ran into the smoke after Angel and Preacher. “We’re wanted by the GG now. We have to stay on the run.”

      I coughed back the smoke as my eyes watered in burning pain.

      “Here,” Angel shouted, helping Preacher into the back of a four-door hover vehicle.

      Sirens sounded in the distance. The street was mostly deserted now save for a few pedestrians I saw running the opposite way in the distance.

      Butch and I hopped in the back with Preacher. It was a tight fit, but I wasn’t about to complain about our ride.

      Angel jumped into the driver’s seat. Sam appeared out of the smoke like some kind of wraith and joined us in the passenger side seat.

      Sam hadn’t even closed the door when Angel hit the pedal. The vehicle lurched forward.

      “Where to now?” Angel asked, maneuvering down streets away from the sounds of the siren. “We’ll have to stay somewhere off grid, somewhere underground.”

      “Underground.” I repeated the words as images of Andrew Freeman and his establishment filled my mind. “I think I know a place.”
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Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      “Per our agreement, we have decided on the next round of humans to be exalted by the Darkening,” the man with dark goggles said. “Per our agreement, we will move our assets to Earth now and populate the planet.”

      Vice Chancellor Mandrake accepted the smart pad from the man with no name and flipped through the long list of people. There were hundreds of thousands; of course he wasn’t going to read them all. They meant nothing to him. The name at the very top did catch his eye.

      “Omega? Huh?” Vincent Mandrake asked, pretending to read the list. He didn’t care; as long as they weren’t his people, the Darkening could take whoever they wanted. “And can you take off the goggles already? You don’t have to keep up the charade around me.”

      The man across from him said nothing but complied. Neon green veins crossed the whites of his eyes like some kind of river gone rogue.

      “Omega is one of an elite guard known as the Knights of the Way,” the man explained. “We will infect him and his order to become the vanguard of our rule on Earth.”

      “Sure, sure,” Vincent sighed. “As long as you stay on Earth once I have control of the moon and Mars with my droids, you can do whatever you want there.”

      “And the rebel resistance?” the man asked. “When will you have control over them?”

      “What rebel resistance?” Vincent laughed. “You mean the Chancellor who’s in a coma and the handful that were loyal to her? We’ve marked anyone who was in contact with her over the last few days as traitors. I’ll also put private hits out on them from the top assassin syndicates. The handful of Praetorians who refuse to give their jobs to the battle bots will be met with threats or accidents. It’s all pretty standard stuff.”

      The man nodded in consent. “The Galactic Government and the Darkening will be impossible to defeat. Once we have reached our full potential and grown in strength, we will provide you technology allowing us to conquer this galaxy and beyond.”
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        * * *

      

      Daniel Hunt will be back in the next Forsaken Mercenary book, Parabellum. Until then, stay informed by joining our Pack in the “Jonathan’s Reading Wolves” Facebook group and get the latest news on the project.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Stay Informed

          

        

      

    

    
      Get A Free Book by visiting Jonathan Yanez’ website. You can email me at jonathan.alan.yanez@gmail.com or find me on Amazon, and Instagram. I also created a special Facebook group called “Jonathan’s Reading Wolves” specifically for readers, where I show new cover art, do giveaways, and run contests. Please check it out and join whenever you get the chance!

      

      For updates about new releases, as well as exclusive promotions, visit my website and sign up for the VIP mailing list. Head there now to receive a free copy of Inception.

      

      
        
        CLICK HERE

      

      

      

      Enjoying the series? Help others discover the Forsaken Mercenary Series by sharing with a friend.
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