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A note from the Author




Slow Burn in a prequel to my Deep Darkness series. Set almost 300 years before Pull, Slow Burn takes place not long after humanity has fled the Skrav. This is a story about a kickass heroine who doesn't take crap from anyone. 




This full length novella is something I thought I would never finish. It began as a small project, a short story that grew into an epic tale of action and survival as Elyse is forced to confront her past as a soldier and the life she once had in a new alien world. 




I'm so thankful that I am able to share it with you and hope that you enjoy the ride. 
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	I am a sociopath. Let me see if I can make that a little more clear. I am FUCKED. I am a calculated killer. I'm what most people call a player of games. I don't do it because I enjoy it, I do it because it is me. I have fucked and killed more people than I can count. I have been trained since I was a teen to maim, strip, and cut. My mind is not merely twisted but broken and sprained in all the worst ways. I am a worthless human being who not merely destroys lives but rips them apart and ends bloodlines. DO NOT feel sorry for me. This story isn't meant to be about me. My story is more about revenge than redemption. I am telling it so that others won't make the same mistakes I made. If you get anything out of this let it be that we as human beings all deserve a chance to live. We are all gifted. We are all unique. Some of us have chosen darker paths than others but there is always a glimmer of hope. Let that sink in for a moment. I really needed to get that off my chest.  Feels good to somewhat say it aloud. Now let me tell you about my present situation. I am a sociopath on a ship of saints, a vessel of lies called the Erebus. Ok... that was vague. The Erebus is a starship. I'm in deep deep space and probably only about 1/3 of the people onboard actual deserve to be here (or to breathe for that matter). I am stranded somewhere in a place called the immer. The immer is kinda like a wormhole. Point A and point B are closer when we travel through the immer and while it's not as fast as light speed or anything exotic it gets the job done. We tore through the immer a few years ago and since then we have been on a voyage to a place called Eden. More then likely I will never see Eden since the Erebus is a multi-generational ship (basically I'm supposed to have babies who will then have babies and maybe if their babies have babies and they are lucky they will see Eden). None of that really matters. What you should know, what you need to know is that my name is Elyse and I am AWAKE. 

    I should have been in stasis for at least another two hundred years. I'm not even suppose to be on this ship let alone awake. In fact, I should be dead. Only weeks before the Erebus launched I picked up a contract from Callus Industries, one of the many cyber companies responsible for funding this project and I was assigned bodyguard duty to a man by the name of Slen. I was under the impression this was a test flight. We would be there and back again in less than five years and I could retire early from the lucrative payday. Lucky me right? Maybe. Better alive in space then dead back home I suppose. Shit hit the fan when we launched. Humanity had colonized most of our solar system and for years it seemed like we were living in some vague resemblance of a utopia (course if it was a real utopia people like me wouldn't exist.) Sure tensions were high between this nation and that one looking to control resources and all that but we had just cured cancer. The average life span had doubled. We had made it past the world wars, the diseases, the starving countries. We were living in the wake of an alien invasion that we won. We began reverse-engineering their technology and had made leaps and bounds in space travel fusing organic processors with metal tech. Seriously how much better could it get? It was all a lie. The Skrav, the alien's that we thought we had won against came back and this time they took with them the Earth, Mars, and every colony in our solar system. They fuckin blew up the sun. How's that for revenge? This wasn't a test flight. Slen and the others were running away. They knew what was coming and they did nothing to stop it. 

    Since then we have been on the run. We have been hunted. It's only been a few years in deep space but already we are beginning to realize that we are in over our heads. We could speculate all day as to what we did to piss them off but it doesn't really matter. They are out there and they want us dead.  

I know it sounds like I'm exaggerating but I'm not. We lost the war. We lost everything. All we can do now is try our best to survive. 

     Welcome to the Erebus. 

    Despite all that has happened the Erebus isn't such a bad place to call home. Callus Industries and the other private investors that put this ship together went all out. The idea was to make a ship that would function as both a hybrid of a seed ship and military vessel. The Erebus moved on ion drives through the immer. The ion drives alone were the size of a small state. The entire Erebus was bigger than the city of New York with several layers spread out on top of one another. It would take an entire year just to explore every room. There were several mess halls, hangars, holo decks, and places to mingle, socialize, and train. Most of the population on the Erebus was suppose to be asleep. There were thousands of us on board sleeping inside stasis when we left Earth. Only a few hundred were awake and it was their job to make sure nothing went wrong, continue to do research, guard and maintain the ship. Someone messed up bad. 

    When I first woke up I thought I was waking up in my own bed back on Earth. I had a small apartment no bigger than most closets but it was what I had called home when I wasn't traveling.  The day I woke up – nothing would ever feel the same. There was no sky anymore. Nothing but walls. We had an observation room but there was nothing to see. Staring out into the blackness of space or the purple hue of the immer only made me nauseous. I was rumbling down one of the narrow access tunnels which threaded the Erebus when I first got word that everyone was waking up early. I thought maybe it was just my time. When you wake up from stasis it's not like waking up out of bed. You don't feel refreshed. It feels like time has skipped. One moment you are taking off your clothes feeling naked and vulnerable as some doctor probes you and tells you to bite this and breathe into that attaching small pieces of tape to your skin which will tell them whether you're dead or alive and the next you just wake up  inside a glass tube and you feel like a fish. The doctors are gone. The colors on the wall are slightly faded. The glass coffin opens and you immediately gasp for air as some kind of psychological comfort even though you weren't suffocating and you are physically fine. You start to wonder how long you have been out of it. Days, weeks, months, years. You search for someone, anyone praying you aren't alone thinking about the horror stories and films you have seen of people stranded in space alone. 

    The first person I ran into was a male soldier dressed in black armor. He was holding an M17 and looked like he was in a hurry. He looked at me as if he was annoyed. I felt wrong for having been alive. He immediately pointed his rifle down at me. Immediately my mind flashed back to Earth. So many times I had been in this situation. Staring down the barrel of a gun. My instincts told me to grab it from him and blow his brains out but I knew that would be a mistake. There was nowhere on this ship I could run or hide. I could probably last a little while in the bowels or in the tunnels but I would starve. I needed to belong. If he was pointing his rifle at me he must have had a good reason. I could tell something was off. I should have been woken by a crew member. There should have been someone there to greet me. Slowly everything began to make sense. "We have another live one," he said into a comm on the collar of his black armor. His gun and armor had no wear or tear. It looked the same as something I would have worn into the battlefield. I thought having woken up in the future everything would be different somehow. He lowered his weapon, it was obvious by his facial expression he was being given new orders via an earpiece. "Come with me, we're going to haven," he said. I was gracious he lowered his guard. "Sounds like a nice place," I said. He gave me a small smile as he looked me up and down. I realized how naked I must have looked. I had gone into stasis in my underwear and it was quite revealing. I gave him a quick smile back as he put his rifle behind his back and began leading me down a wide hallway. I thought for a minute about giving him a good lay. I had been asleep how long? The thought quickly went away. 

    As we began walking I began to slow down. Slowly my long strides became shorter and shorter and my legs began to feel weak. I felt as if I had been in bed for weeks. When I began to feel dizzy the young soldier let me lean on him. It was obvious now whoever or whatever he was alarmed about earlier wasn't something that was on his mind now. Getting me to haven, whatever that was, had become his priority. After about ten minutes of walking through hallway after hallway surrounded by hundreds of stasis chambers, most of which were empty I noticed one in particular. It was covered in broken glass and blood. There had been some kind of firefight. It was there out of the corner of my eye I saw Slen laying with several bullet holes carved out in his skull. Guess my mission was a failure. Some bodyguard I turned out to be. I didn't say anything but the soldier looked at Slen's body in disgust. It bothered me that neither of us was talking. I suppose it was protocol. Haven would be where I get the answers to the questions that were scratching at the back of my mind. 

    I lost consciousness before we reached haven. When I woke up I was surrounded by the dark. I felt trapped isolated from the outside. There was only a small dim blue light hanging above my head. It provided just enough light to see. The room was empty, the soldier was gone. There were no other soldiers guarding me.  I was sitting back in a slightly uncomfortable chair. I thought they would be walking through the door at any moment. Perhaps they were watching me from some info-red camera. They would regret it if they were testing my patients. There was something familiar sitting on the table. A small pistol? No. It was scattered about. It was an M17 rifle that had been disassembled. I began to get a very bad feeling. The feeling quickly became worst. I reached my hand up and felt a slave collar wrapped around my neck.
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	Who killed Slen? I wondered that small three-word phrase for hours. There was something wrong with everything that was happening to me. From the look on the guard's face to this place, he had called haven. I could remember the blueprints and maps I saw of the Erebus perfectly and never was there a place called haven. It could have been something they created or renamed I guess but that didn't make much sense. It didn't make much sense that if I had been asleep for a long time that the guard's rifle and armor would look so new. 

    They had left me inside the blue room for hours. Slowly it brought back bitter memories. I thought about assembling the rifle or using pieces of it to pry the damn collar off my neck. It would have been a waste of energy. What good was a rifle without ammunition? Worst what if I attempted to pry the collar off my neck and it triggered some kind of explosive mechanism and I lost my head. I was better off staying put. I had never been a patient girl but I had plenty of ways to occupy my time. The last thing I wanted to do was get too inside my own head. When I was a soldier I trained for situations like this. In my early twenties, I had been picked multiple times for isolation experiments. Time inside a tube filled with water cut off from all your senses was nothing compared to this. The reality was I was alone in a starship with no guidance and for all, I knew everyone was killing each other and I was waiting in line to go out an airlock. Were they forcing everyone to wear these collars? No. The guard didn't have one.  

    "How is our patient feeling?" said a male voice from the wall. 

    I didn't answer. I didn't see the point. I wasn't about to be interrogated by anyone I couldn't see. 

    "Four years, just incase you are wondering," the voice said.

    The voice seemed nice. I thought about talking for a second but then I figured whoever it was on the other side of that wall was also the one responsible for leaving me here in nothing but a slave collar and my underwear. "I'm sure you have many questions, please let us talk," the voice said. 

    "I would like some clothes," I said aloud. 

    "Tap the wall behind you and a drawer will open. Inside you will find a black unitard, military issue. You can wear that for now. It should conform to your skin, one size fits all," the voice said. I slowly moved from my chair and did as the voice had asked. The wall opened just like he said. Inside I found the unitard but more than that I found a full clip of ammo for the M17. I slid the unitard on as quickly as I could try my best to ignore the clip. When I had the unitard draped over my body it was loose but sure enough, I took a few deep breaths and it slowly conformed to my skin changing in dimension tightening its threads around my skinny legs and arms. I felt naked. The unitard was like an extra layer of skin. The unitard was a military issue but it had no insignia, not that it mattered. The Erebus wasn't owned by any one nation and rather than fly under a single flag it had none. It had been stripped of symbolic gestures before we even launched. We couldn't even wear symbolic clothing onboard. It was a part of our dress code. Everything we needed would be provided for us once we awoke. That was the plan. All we could take with us on this journey where our talents and a bag full of heirlooms or photographs. I didn't pack a bag. At the time I took the job I had no idea what I was getting into. Slen had told me that this would be a five-year mission and that I would be asleep for the majority of it so I wouldn't have to worry about aging. He had also promised me a very large sum of money. Enough I could have quit being a freelancer and retired. I even had a dog picked out. Since I was Slen's bodyguard the only contact I made with anyone involved in this mess was when I was boarding with him. A few checkpoints here and that was that. The next thing I knew I was in my underwear getting inside a pod. A five-year mission my ass. How many others had been under that impression? 

    I thought about the answer to that question. There were probably none. I was being used. A mouse in a maze. Slen had wanted me here for some other reason other than protection. Unless of course, he knew he would need protection and that was why he manipulated me. Whoever it was that had been after him didn't really matter. He got what was coming to him. Too many bad deals on Earth. Maybe if they had waited till after we woke up I would have seen it coming, an assassin out of the corner of my eye but that wasn't the case. They got to him in his sleep. 

    "Everyone is waking up, not just you," the voice said. 

    "How long until we are back to Earth," I asked. 

    "Earth has been destroyed," the voice said. It had no emotion. No sympathy. It said it in a way that it seemed to have expected that. 

    "I'm sure you need some time, we will talk again in person in a few hours, tap the drawer again for some food and water, till then we hope that the following message will help put you at ease, I'm sorry if you suffered any great loss," the voice said before cutting off.  




    "We are pleased to welcome you to the crew of the Erebus. 

    As you have recently been told the Earth, Mars, and the many various colonies of mankind have recently been destroyed. We are sorry for your loss. The loss of loved ones, family, friends, homes, and values. Words cannot express what you must be feeling right now. Each of us has suffered greatly. Please remember that you are not alone and that if you need counseling we are ready to provide immediate service. Many are aware of our relationship with the Skrav. The alien race that invaded us not even two hundred years ago. They are the ones responsible for our loss. However, this is not our defeat. Through countless hours of research and development the Sons of Sol have developed immersion core technology and the human race is now on our way to a brand new solar system, a New Earth. It is your duty to serve on board the Erebus, safeguard this ship and the personal on board so that future generations may flourish in a new garden of Eden. We are sure that if you are listening to this message then you are more than capable of following all of the duties that will be subjugated to you and that you will help us build a better, stronger tomorrow. It is because of you and others like you that we will have what it takes to survive. 




    Thank you for your service, End message." 




    For the first time in my life since I was a child, I wanted to cry. 

    This was the moment I learned that everything I had ever known was gone. 

    I wasn't just on a starship. I had been on starships before.

    I was on an interstellar ship with no port. 

    I was drifting inside a tomb. 
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	"Not like you ever really had a home," said a voice. I had been sitting in the room for hours. During that time I felt anger, sadness, depression, I prayed to God that this was all a dream. I hit myself over and over and I even assembled the rifle. I could still feel my hand shaking from the moment I loaded a clip into it. I had thought about taking my life. What life would I have here? What good is a freelancer without any work, without a war? I was a loose cannon and if people were waking up it would be easier to take my own life than to starve or suffocate. The voice wasn't coming through a comm. Someone else had crept into the room with me. 

    "You think they would at least do something about that smell," said the voice from the corner of the room. I grabbed the rifle from the table. I felt my training kick in and my hands stop shaking. I was ready to pull the trigger. "You don't need that," the voice said. I felt like I was tracking a ghost. I could have sprayed my clip around the room, it would have been impossible to miss. 

    "Elis, twenty-seven years old, freelancer, seems you use to be a member of special forces, a squad 13 for the Hegemony, the indirect government that controls most of the Earth's nations as well as the Terran Military. I also see here that you are the single survivor of the Caleuche. I'm sorry about what happened to your squad but you might be interested to know that Reynolds, the commanding officer that sent you into that hell hole and the reason that you left the army and became a freelancer... he's the Captain of this ship," the voice said. 

    Before my very eyes appeared a man. He slowly took off a cloak that made him invisible.

    A cloak covered in cameras that reflected everything that was behind him. I had worn one once. It was something of an unfair advantage, especially in such a dim lit area. 

    He smiled at me. He had a soft frail appearance with black curly hair. He looked like he hadn't shaved in a few weeks but his beard was well kept. 

    "We spoke earlier. I thought his time I would visit you in person for some one on one," 

    I didn't say a word. I kept my rifle held up pointing at him.

    "Yes, the collar, I'm sure you have been wondering about that, you might want to lower that weapon though, any hostile action against me or any of my subordinates and you'll be a bloody mess," he said walking towards me and putting the tip of his finger against the top of my rifle. He slowly lowered it down moving closer to me until we were only inches apart. I could smell his breath, his body, his hair. He smelled like sweat, copper, and iron much like the rest of the ship only there was a small scent of lavender. 

    "The two of us have a problem. Yours is that collar strapped around your neck, mine is Reynolds. He wants to see me dead. Now, I truly believe that I can help you with yours. I might just have a key to that collar lying about somewhere here or there but I just can't seem to find the time to look for it thinking about how Reynolds wants to put a bullet through my head," he said.

    I finally spoke, "If Reynolds wants you dead, I'm sure he has a good reason," I said. 

    "Sure, I may have done some regrettable things in my past life but I'm not that different from you truthfully."

    The man opened a wallet and pinched out some money, printed on crisp new bills. "Slut," he said, "meaningless amount of matter, do you know how much of this there is on the Erebus, I may very well be the richest man here, I had more than enough back home to carry myself out of orbit, more than enough to buy a new identity, and more than enough to have that face registered as a full fledged crew member. I suppose some of that gets skimmed over by the Sons of Sol whatever they are but for the most part I am here like many others to be a part of something new, I even brought along a crew of my own men, each proficient in flying dropships and starships back home, I doubt they would have much of a problem figuring out how to drive this whale." He threw the money at me, "and now I have bought you."

    The next thing I knew he had tossed my rifle to the ground and pushed me up against the wall. I could feel him grinding his body against mine as he wrapped his arm around my neck. I wasn't about to let him have his way with me. I shifted my weight and pushed against him as hard as I could knocking him back against the table. I moved around and pulled his neck against mine. 

    "Blow me," I said knowing that if my collar went off this explosion would take his life at this range. "Yes, yes, you are exactly what we have been looking for, I think I love you," he laughed. I let him go slamming his head against the table. When he got up he was laughing touching his broken bleeding nose. 




    "The last elevator to the hangar leaves in about an hour. Your friend was on that one..." he paused. There was no hiding, this wretch whoever he has had a mission in mind for me and the cost was my life. "Chances are good that he'll still be in the terminal when you arrive," 

    "I hope you keep your word, my life for his," I said. 

    He almost smiled but gave up halfway through. Slowly he changed his posture and the impression on his face transformed from one of a frail man to that of someone of power. He stood up straight. At the very least he was six feet tall. Taller than I thought. He was playing games with me. He let me have my way with him. If he wanted to he could have raped me or killed me easily. 

    Suddenly the look on his face turned to anger and then quickly back to normal. I felt like I was watching two people simultaneously battle it out with one another inside one human body. One moment I felt like the man was going to laugh and the next I thought he was going to rip my head off. He tapped his ear. An earpiece probably. Someone was talking to him and he didn't like what they were saying. I felt sorry for whoever it was on the other end. Perhaps they too had a collar around their neck.

    "Hmm.... might have a problem," he said looking me up and down.

    "What problem, I said I would kill for you," I said. 

    "I have just received word that Reynolds is already on the planet, looks like things really are falling to shit around here, will make it easier for things on my end but I still need you to do what you do best," he said putting his hand on my lip and brushing my hair. 

    "You owe me for this broken nose," he said, "and I always collect my debt."

    I felt sick. If I didn't have this collar around my neck I would have gutted this degenerate. 
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    Nobody ever looks up. Not ever. In the jungles of Menoa, I was fighting alongside the Terran military before I joined Squad 13 before I became a freelancer. It was there in that jungle that I watched a group of insurrectionists takes down five members of my platoon by diving down from the tops of trees on a wire before any of us looked up. They played with us. Slitting the throats of those that they killed and dropping them down in front of us. I can still remember Kal, one of my team freaking out and screaming, "We know you're out there," before they dropped down and came at us with knives and swords. It was a quick firefight. They looked like primitives compared to us. They fought us with blades while we used metal bullets and lasers to cut through their numbers. We massacred them and sent a message. Most insurrectionists movements stirred in the outer colonies on recently terraformed moons around Jupiter and Saturn in the 24th century, where many colonists started to demand independence from the Terran Military. The Hegemony did their best to deal with the colonists but the distance between them, Earth, Mars, and the inner colonies was too vast. 

    A major attack against the Hegemony happened about ten years (fourteen now as long as you are counting the time I was in stasis) ago in which a group of insurrectionists detonated a nuclear device above the surface of Mars. Mars which had been terraformed and populated for nearly 150 years had a vast population with millions of refugees from Earth (during the early stages many who lived in the over populated cities of Earth immigrated to Mars). The blast above the surface killed two hundred thousand people and injured close to one million not including those that were harmed by the clouds of radiation that contaminated parts of the planet for years. Sure it was easy for some to get help quickly with the advances in medicine that we had made, minor radiation wasn't that big a deal. It was after that attack that the Hegemony and Terran Military began sending us after these rebel groups. At the time I thought nothing of it. Just another day on the job. One dead rebel here, another there, no loss to anyone. We were population control. It was after the events of Menoa, Kal and I were each asked to join Squad 13. It seemed there was a bigger threat out there than rebels. A group of insurrectionists calling themselves Section-17 had begun experimenting in human genetics. Something that was outlawed hundreds of years ago alongside cloning. Just because we had the technology didn't mean we should do it. It's the same as just saying we are all capable of murder or rape gives us the right to kill or push ourselves onto anyone that we want. I know I am a sociopath. I kill because I can. It has become a part of who I am. I was young when I took my first life and now it has become a part of who I am. I was baptized in blood. Killing rebels felt just like going to the grocery store. 

    No, I'm not trying to make excuses, I know I'm going to hell. I have had very few moments when murder and mayhem didn't seem natural to me and I have always done my best to reserve myself and control my emotions. I even had therapist once - didn't kill her - did sleep with her. All in all, Kal might have been the only person I ever cared about.




___________________




    Kal shook his head. "Maybe it will, but it still doesn't make much sense for us to be here together, even in the same room. There's no guessing how well the rebels have this place under surveillance, at least if they saw one of us we could then provide a distraction."

    I was about to argue, Kal was bleeding out. A part of me knew he was right. Like Reynolds had told us, 'we didn't exist,' Squad 13 was a black ops squad serving under the Hegemony to make sure that certain events transpired to their liking. Lately, those events meant that we were hunting down humans with specialized strength and abilities. Our last run in with one (which was also our first) had left us with one dead oversized steroid user and a few hundred terabytes of information to comb through. When we found out where their next deal was going down we got ourselves into the mess we're in now. 

    "All right," I said, "I suppose there's reason for you to stay."

    "Are you sure you can handle Cain on your own?" he asked. I could see the blood running down from his mouth now. I knew it would be hard for me to go one on one with a super soldier like Cain but from long range, it would take one headshot. 

    "Fuck these Sect-17 guys for me," Kal said. 

    "I'll try not to disappoint but wouldn't you rather I kill them," I said cracking a joke.

    "Slut," Kal laughed. 

    "I'll try not to disappoint," I smiled. 

    Kal looked at me for a long moment. I felt like he was going to say something more but no words ever came, then he nodded and turned away. I watched him as I left the chamber and shrugged making my way to the door. Slowly I moved up the stairs. We were hiding out in the ruins of an abandoned skyscraper. We were on Mars and this was one of the cities that had since become deserted since the bombing. Kal was on the second floor. If anyone came up the stairs or through the elevator even from his position he would have a shot. We didn't run into many insurgents on our way up but just enough. I thought we had taken them out with ease but a stray bullet had ripped through Kal's armor and unitard and pierced his gut. 

    I adjusted my scope. From the fourth floor, I could see two dropships landing not even two hundred yards away. If they looked hard enough in my direction they would have spotted me. Their whole transaction seemed half-ass and messy. I watched as my target, a genetically altered soldier named Cain exited the dropship. He didn't look any different from any other human but the alterations he had made to himself gave him enhanced strength and speed. He was trading his blood for money. I would have to kill everyone on the ground and make sure there was nothing left to trade. One ounce of Cain's blood would go for millions on the black market. I could kill him and make a fortune from his body. The thought crossed my mind as it always did. That wasn't why I was there, I was there to kill.

    Clean shot. Priceless. 

    Cain fell to the ground. A part of my mind felt like the ground shook when he tumbled over. A small cloud of dust rose around his body as all of the rebels on the ground dove and ran for cover. From another building, three shots were fired. It was the other members of my team. 

    "Path clear, time to burn up and go home," I said into my comm. 

    "Clear," said three voices at the same time. 

    From my scope, I watched as Cain lay surrounded by several dozen bodies. 

    "This was too easy," I said watching as a missile fell from the sky and blew up the two dropships and cremated the bodies. 

     I made my way down to Kal and found him laying back against the wall. The hallway and stairs were littered with dozens of dead bodies. Rebels had spotted me. Cain had sent his men my way and Kal had taken the beating for me. I was careless. 

    I thought about how he had looked at me. I wish I had said more. A shadow glommed over us of the outside. Our transport was landing. I adjusted Kal's coat and began to walk away. His body shimmered as it caught fire. We were ghosts, Squad 13 doesn't exist. It was a part of the job. I turned around facing the elevator waiting for my ride and slipped my hand into my pocket resting it against the diamond ring Kal had given me a few nights before. 
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	"Ma'am? Ma'am" are you alright?" said a woman standing next to me as I stood to wait for the elevator. I jumped. Not having heard her footsteps as she walked in behind me. We were inside the observation room. A temporary refugee camp had been set up. The Erebus was hovering over the surface of an Earth-like planet. Slowly passengers that had woken up were being taken to the surface below. The ship had too many breathing bodies on board and not enough oxygen. If we hadn't found this planet when we did it was likely that many of us would have been forced out an airlock or suffocated as parts of the ship became sealed away. Was this our new Earth I wondered? We had only been in space four years. The amount of time it took to travel through the immer versus real space was incredible. If we had this technology back home it would have been like teleporting from one place to the next instantly. Imagine zapping from Earth to Mars to Venus in an instant.

     "Are you going down to the surface too?" she asked. I thought about lying, maybe ignoring her but then again that might have drawn suspicion. Everyone seemed to talk to one another. Many were excited to have woken up complaining about backaches and migraines blaming cryosleep for the wrinkles under their eyes. It was like they had no idea the danger they were all in. Socialites, aristocrats, scientists, and civies that had somehow learned or earned an invitation to be here. How many fucked there way to the top I wondered staring at the woman next to me. This ship smelled of class. The kind of people that drank gin in their offices, the kind of people that made bank off the secret wars and products that were sold to the masses. Maybe not all of them but most. Certainly, a few in the room looked innocent enough, faking their smiles as they hid in pockets in the corner of the room. They were lucky to be brought on board. At the very least maybe a few of those that funded this project were not so corrupt after all. The future would need a mix of people from all kinds of backgrounds and histories, that was just as important for the salvation of mankind. All the power the rich had back home was taken from them now, everyone here was on equal footing, aside from the military onboard the Erebus was all about balance.   

    "I'm fine, thank you," I smiled and said.

    The woman eventually walked away telling me dinner would be ready soon and that I looked too skinny and I should eat ranting about how there was no more reason to look beautiful or get dressed up anymore. 

    "Ellis, can you hear me?" it was his voice again. I felt disgusted listening to him in my ear. 

    "Clear as day," I answered.

    "Good, I think I'm going to like whispering in your ear. Now, once you board a shuttle it should take you straight to where Reynolds is held up at. There are probably a few hundred on the ground maybe more. Do it quick as you can, there will be chaos afterward, I don't have to tell you to use that to your advantage now do I?" he said. 

    "I got it. Get on the ground, kill the Captain, what do I do if someone recognizes this collar?"

    "Kill them or tell them it's a fashion statement, your family heirloom," he said.

    "Cheap," I said in return. 

    "By the way, my name is Miguel," he said.

    I recognized the name. Miguel Hara, a wanted war criminal, insurgent, and a member of Sect-17. I said nothing in return. Miguel already knew my name, my age, everything there was to know about me. I had nothing on him except that I knew he was dangerous and I knew Reynolds wanted him dead. I also knew Miguel had crept his way onto the Erebus. 

    "Miguel, can I ask you something?" I said. 

    "Anything my love," he replied. 

    "Are you responsible for people waking up," I asked. 

    "Sorry deary, not a part of my plan," he said. 

    "Are you responsible for Slen?" I asked hoping he would answer another question.

    "No idea who that is darling," he said.

    I wasn't sure if I could trust him but Miguel had been straight with me about most everything.     

    He was psychotic and blunt. 

    "Are you able to get on the elevator yet?" he said.

    "Yes, but there is a problem," I said as the woman I was speaking to earlier came back.

    "Looks like our time to shine!" she said as the elevator opened.

    

    The two of us stepped inside.

    

    "So what did you do before joining the crew?" she asked as the elevator began its slow descent.

    I always loved improvising so I did my best. I even faked an accent. I think I told her that I had two degree's, one in human biology and another in botany. I remember talking about the lotus flower. I had always loved gardens when I was little so I didn't feel like it was too big a fib and for the other, I was a biology expert. Anatomy had always been one of my favorite subjects. I knew the human body very well. I knew where to touch someone to please them, to pleasure them, I knew where to touch them to make them numb, I knew where to touch them to make them scream. I didn't say any of that out loud. I simply talked about the lotus flower. No reason to go into any more detail about anything than I had to and talking about the human body with such a stranger would have probably made both of us uncomfortable. 

    "That's so sweet, I feel so lucky, so many smart men and women on here," she said.

    I thought it would be a good idea to make small talk, I didn't want to seem distant or cold. The less attention I could draw in about myself the better. If she thought of me as nothing more then a simple biologist then I was safe.

    "What about you?" I asked. 

    "My husband is the ship's captain. I was fortunate I guess. Only a few members of the crew were aloud to bring their families onboard. Some were even separated by their loved ones at launch," she said. I was taken off guard. She seemed young and sweet. I served under Reynolds in the Terran Military while I was with Squad 13 and never knew he had a wife. We never really did talk about any of our personal lives though. Most of our time was spent in silence, on the hunt. 

    We smiled at each other. 

    The elevator stalled. 

    "What's happening I thought we were almost there?" the woman said in a panic. 

    "Kill her," Miguel's voice said into my ear.  
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	Life ain't shit. One person's life should never be greater then another's however my life was the most important to me and the collar around my neck was a constant reminder of that. Maybe I just hold some people's lives higher than others, either way I did not like Miguel's voice in my ear telling me when to kill. When people tell me to do things I don't like I don't listen. I guess that is a part of my charm. 




	The woman stared at me with such pretty eyes. 

	

	Reynold's wasn't going to be happy about this but then he was next on my list anyway... then Miguel. 
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	Hid the body in the top of the elevator. Damn-it, I really did not want to kill her. Such a waste but my own survival comes first. I gave her a chance. I can still remember the look in her eyes as my smile changed and I told her who I really was. Miguel had given me a rifle to hide away inside my messenger bag, it was carbon fiber and customizable. I had to take it apart to make it fit but once I was down on the surface world it would be easy to find my own space and plan my assassination. The best part of the rifle (or maybe not depending on whether or not you were my target) was that the rifle was untraceable and could easily slide through security. Inside my messenger bag, I also had a small knife, the same kind I had used in the military. The knife was easy to conceal. 

    I didn't want to kill her with the knife so I took it out and threw it on the ground. I thought for some reason that I would give her a chance, an advantage however small against me. I told her I was former special forces, I told her I had woken from stasis to kill her husband. She laughed at first thinking I was telling some kind of morbid joke. For a moment I wish I had been joking.

    "They will be expecting me in the hangar soon as this elevator stops! You won't be able to get away with this!" she said. I had my doubts anyone would actually be waiting for her. She should have had security. Reynolds's should have thought about an uprising on his ship and kept his family safe. For a moment I wondered if she was even his wife. Maybe she was a liar just like I was. An actress playing to the crowd. It didn't matter. Whoever she was she was now in my way and Miguel was testing me, playing me, unwrapping his new killer toy from the box. 

    She was actually pretty good with the knife. 

    She almost cut me before I broke her neck. Too bad. She would have made a great freelancer. 




    "I really do love you, you know," said Miguel in my ear, "not everyday a man finds a woman that will kill for him and my you do such an excellent job at it, I bet you have many more talents, I can't wait to see how you take out Reynolds," I could hear him smacking his lips as he spoke to me. I really hated this pig. 

    "Maybe we should meet up again, you and me and I can show you some of my talents," I responded.

    "Remember love, I own you," he said in response. 

    

    The collar around my neck beeped once, twice, and stopped. Miguel did own me and he made it clear it was something I couldn't forget. 




    Exiting the elevator was easy. The hangar was full of life. Another camp had been set up surrounding several dozen ships. Only a few were actually being used as transports to the planet below the rest were housing for those that had awoken. I have such bad luck. If I had been picked up by Erebus's REAL security then surely I would not be in the predicament I am now. I had no doubt in my mind Miguel was lying to me. He had to be the one responsible for the troubles plaguing the ship, it was way too convenient for his guard to be there just as I woke up. All around me I saw starving faces. 




    I didn't want to leave the Erebus so soon. It seemed like a shame. A part of me wanted to tell Miguel we should wait till Reynolds's was back on board. I imagined running from one end of the ship to the other fighting through civilians and military alike just like I once had during missions with Squad 13. I imagined the rush as I would fight hand in hand against soldiers trained just as well as I was testing my strength, taking my body to its limit. I imagined the release of endorphins and adrenaline. How had the Erebus found this world so quickly? I guess it was a part of their plan, surely they would know where to stop on the journey to Eden, places to go for supplies, possible worlds that humans could inhabit. Whoever had started waking people up knew we would be arriving here at this time. 




    "Inside your bag is a square black card with a dark gray triangle on it, go to GATE E - 8 and tell them Slen sent you," Miguel said into my ear. I reached inside the messenger bag and found the card just as he said. It was the size of a small business card, strange how I hadn't noticed it before. Inside my bag, I also had a med-kit, beauty supplies, a tablet, some books (mostly classics), a notepad, pens, pencils, and my identification papers. Everything a regular passenger would have (except hidden inside my bag was also a knife and pieces of my rifle). As I approached the gate I had hoped that the guard would check my bag and find the hidden compartment that held the rifle parts. I couldn't help but wonder if Miguel would see that as a failure and blow my head apart in front of so many witnesses, no, he would probably wait till I was alone taken away and secluded inside an interrogation room or office. Miguel it seemed was working from the shadows of the ship, if Reynolds was aware of such a threat surely he would not have ventured down to the surface world without doing something about him first. I was caught in the middle of another secret war. 




    "I'm Slen's bodyguard, he is sending me down to the surface to make arrangements for his arrival," I lied.

    "You're good," the security guard said handing me my papers and pointing towards one of the transport ships. 

    That was easy. Too easy. He didn't even bother to check my bag.  
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    I have never been below doing things I don't want to do for others if it is something that benefits me in the long run. I guess that is why I became a soldier (and later a freelancer) in the first place, I wanted to live a life in which my anger, my murderous thoughts could be put to some use. In order to live you have to be a productive member of society whether you join the military or serve under a corporation, we are all a part of the system. Even those holistic hillbillies that live off the grid have to rely on the military for protection and the governments for the land in which they live. Nobody is ever truly away from it all (aside from maybe a few that brave the cold outer reaches of Earth and Mars never to be heard from again). They also farm and share their knowledge in books, forms of media (mostly through the net), get paid by the corporations for raising well-bred chickens for the rich (we all know those that live in the slums or lower housing can't afford that shit). If there was a way to drop out I would have found it. I looked. I tried my best to live a 'free spirited' life moving from one country to the next. I use to stare up at the stars and think that that would be my escape. I would venture to another world away from this pale blue dot and there I would be safe. I would make a living painting or make jewelry, maybe even write about my early travels. For a child like me that was only a dream, never would I have made enough money on my own to escape. Never on my own would I have been able to leave the world in which I had grown. 

    I can still remember the smell of the streets in South Africa. The small village in which I grew up located outside of Johannesburg. It was there that I can still remember my mother bringing me into the city and watching as shuttles left the spaceport that had been constructed there. They did nothing to hide the division between the rich and the poor. The closest I ever got to the ports was when my mother went to the market downtown, going to the market had become a rare treat for my mother and I. I can still remember the scent of fresh fish pulled from the ocean and rivers, the color of raw red meat from cows butchered in the back of shops. The market was alive with thousands of people every day. The military guarded the gates with checkpoints and drones making sure that those with firearms would be arrested on site. They protected their precious city from the rot within itself. There were several groups looking for a change, I never saw any of them until I was older sent into the wild to slaughter them but I could remember the graffiti painted on walls as my mother and I walked the alleys. 

    One of those symbols of oppression stood out to me but only when I was older. 'Sons of Sol' it had said. The 'Sons of Sol' were rumored to be a group of foul politicians and military that funded the ports and controlled the trade between planets. Truth was that was the Hegemony's job. Each country still had their own system in place but that was a facade. The Hegemony and Terran Military controlled space trade and the resources that made the world go round, they controlled the ships and the technology (reverse engineered for the most part from Skrav vessels dug up from the first invasion years before). Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine the ends that the 'Sons' would be all that was left of that New World Order. All over the Erebus, I could see the signs now. The symbols on the sides of doorways inside corridors, printed on the sides of weapons. The 'Sons' had risen and taken control but I guess I can see why they had to be so secretive. If they hadn't the human race would have fallen during the second Skrav attack, the Trinity would never have been established and the human race would be extinct. The 'Sons' had done their job but just like back on Earth, there were several parties at play onboard this ship. Miguel wasn't a 'Son', he was a warlord and a terrorist,  a soldier that had fought long and hard against the oppression pressed on the lower class by the corporations. At least that was the information I had managed to find him searching through the records and 'net' available on the Erebus. Supposedly the ship carried with it everything that had been created on Earth but somehow I felt like there were things, small bits of history here and there that had been omitted. I almost admired Miguel for the person he had been; freeing nations from corporate control, feeding the sick and finding homes for the homeless. If I didn't think he had only been doing that to benefit himself; if I didn't know that he was responsible for ending the lives of thousands I would have respected him. Even if he had asked me to help him I might have even joined his side willingly. I had done plenty of horrible things under the rule of the Hegemony and apparently the rule of the 'Sons' myself. God damn-it, Reynolds, who were you? 

    I had a lot of time to think. I was sitting inside a transport waiting to descend to the surface world below. They decided to name the planet 'Shear'. A lovely name, I thought thinking of all the ways I could use the word. Miguel's voice hadn't spoken to me in six hours so far. I felt alone, at peace, he was a coward for not doing this himself. Perhaps Miguel would keep his word and free me once my mission had been a success if he did that would I really have reason to kill him? I am only a pawn in this game and if I had been taken in by Reynolds the mission would only have been in reverse. I wasn't even supposed to be onboard this ship. I shouldn't exist in this world, I should have perished with the rest of humanity another casualty of the Skrav. Slen had brought me here and he had known what was going to happen, why me? Why did Slen choose a freelancer like me? He knew his life would be endangered and knew that if someone wanted him dead bad enough they could kill him while he slept. Slen, what the fuck was you thinking? We are all just shades of gray none of us good or evil. 
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	I'm doing it again. Letting my emotions get the best of me. Wondering what is wrong and what is right. Silly how sometimes I forget that I am not the one to decide. If there is such a thing as fate my hand, my knife, my gun is an instrument of that cosmic force. Reynolds is my prey and after that, I will find a way to kill Miguel and I am a hundred percent sure that he knows that. Slen knew the risk he was taking when he entered inside stasis, he knew that the moment he woke up there could be an assassin waiting for him, his death wasn't on my hands. Fate had led me here through him and nothing more. I am grateful to be alive even if it is just for this moment. If Miguel or Reynolds had been responsible it didn't matter I was going to kill them both. Reynolds would be easy. Once I land on the surface of 'Shear' I just need to find a private place to assemble my weapon. Given the spot we have set up camp on 'Shear' looks like a chain of islands and jungles finding a cave or hideaway should be fairly easy. Once I have my plan in place I can figure out Reynolds location from any of the soldiers on the surface and hunt him down. I'm still not sure whether I would prefer to kill him from a distance or not but the details will come to me. 




    One last search before takeoff. It's an eight-hour drop to the surface from where we are in orbit and I just so happen to have a set of headphones in my bag as well. Time to put on some music. Let me hope the 'Sons' hadn't erased anything I liked from the archives.  
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	Any member of Sect-17 young or old had to die. It was unfair you could say. We were 'reapers', Squad-13, a death squad sent into the nastiest situations because we held no moral code. I can still remember Kal and I on our first mission well before the firefight in which he had died, way before the two of us had become much more than lovers. 

    The two of us and five others (will get to them in a minute) were dropped into a village on the outskirts of Brazil called 'Babel'. The village had taken its name from the great city and tower of Babel as many of their structures were made from trailers and cargo containers stacked on top of each other that rose high into the sky. Many of the cargo containers were linked by cables and rope bridges but the easiest way to get around had been to use a hover pad or cycle and simply float up or down. Much of the transportation we saw had been patched together and vandalized in some form or fashion. The entire area looked like it had seen better days. They codenamed the section of the village we descended into Area 5. 

    We came out of a dropship using rope and wire to descend to the ground. We were all armed. M44 rifles in hand with grenade launchers to boot. Our exo-suits were the best technology could provide (at least at such a low cost the military didn't mind lending them out to expendables like us). We were a hundred yards outside a broken checkpoint when we got our orders. 

	- "The entire sector is Section 17, kill anything that moves, destroy the buildings and level it all,  we're sending a message," command said. I was the first to open fire using my grenade launcher to bring down a stack of cargo containers. The chaos had begun. 

    

     I can still remember the shanty town I grew up in. Why am I a sociopath? How did I get this way? Well, it all began like most mental diseases in my childhood. My mother and I were in the market just like the many times we had gone before. She knew the streets and alleys like the back of her hand, like the back of my hand. We were singing as we walked through an alley. She was on the last line of the verse of one of my favorite songs (a song I have since forgotten or possibly blocked out - all I know is 'Something about the bird sings') and then she was falling. A stray bullet from a firefight two blocks away had opened her skull and splattered me in blood. I sat by her side for an hour before medics finally entered the area and took her body away covering it in a black trash bag. They asked if I had a guardian present and I said 'no' and when I told them where my home was they said I was on my own. I never saw my mother's body after that. There was never a funeral. She was simply there one day and gone the next. I was eight. 

    

    Area 5 reminded me of the market. As I shot at the people that appeared in the streets I thought about how much I hated that place. A group of soldiers attacked us from up on a ridge. Another grenade cleared the way and I found myself smiling as I walked through an alleyway littered with burned corpses. I thought about the medics that carried my mother away, I thought about how they had simply told me to find my way home. They had no compassion just like I had no compassion now.  

    "Elyse, how are you holding up over there, don't wander too far off," it was our squad leader Jack. Jack was the only one in our group aside from Kal that had the most sense (though Kal fell in love with me so he may not have been quite as smart as I give him credit). Jack was calm, even when murdering people. He had been a sniper before joining Squad-13, originally he liked working alone, playing the role of assassin and spy but the Hegemony (and the 'Sons') had far greater plans for him than that. Jack was standing behind me next to  Andrew and Anja (aka 'Tusk' as she had liked to be called - I heard she had a hard on for Walruses). A few blocks down stood Kal, Cillian, and Mizuki rounding off our team. We had split into two groups, another part of our mission, something Jack had just revealed to me via my wrist PDA was that there were 'traces of biological materials in the area' and that Sect-17 may be using Area 5 to develop biological weapons. This didn't strike me as the kind of place for that kind of work, I always imagined secret lairs being inside castles or laboratories clean with a touch of gothic architecture. Area 5 didn't even have paved streets. We were walking on dirt. I guess cleanliness didn't really matter when making a 'bomb' and terrorists worked with what they had. 

    The FTLS Falcon flew above us. It wasn't a starship or anything, just a lightweight cruiser that hovered in the sky above. It held maybe six personal each more than capable of holding their own. I wondered for a moment how many death squads the Hegemony actually had. I watched as they began raining missiles down on the other side of Area 5, probably killing those that tried to escape. 

    "Why bother sending us in when they can level this place from the sky?" I asked. 

    "They need us on the ground to confirm the weapons are real and capture any intel we can about what they might have had planned," Jack said. "No one told me anything about gathering intel?" I said slightly confused. "Well it isn't your job, we just want you to kill, gathering intel is mine and Mizuki's mission, but now that I have mentioned it if you see anything let me know," he said with a grin. At the same time, he pinged the rest of the squad and gave them a heads up as well. So any computers, USBs, or anything that looks like it could hold some kind of information about Sect-17 and what their plans are we had to pick up. Guess we weren't just burning the place down completely after all.  I thought about cursing him. 'Not my mission'  what the hell. "And I was having so much fun just firing on everything now I have to look out for damn computers and hard drives," I said adding a few curse words to the end.  It didn't matter I was having too much fun blasting away at the rebels to really care. 
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	I always knew I was different. Even when I was young before my mother died. Instead of playing with dolls I played with sticks and boys. I even got into a fight when I was six with an older boy. I don't remember who won. Older kids in my village always preyed upon the younger, the weak. The adults hardly ever intervened. If they wanted us to have a good childhood they would have moved us away from that place. I guess my mother had tried. I shouldn't blame her. She had done the best she could for me. I was provided for and given an education. Even after she died and I went to live with one of my aunts I heard about how she had spent twelve hours a day working to save up for our escape. She even had passports made for both of us - forgeries, of course, the kind that were untraceable. She had hoped that by the time I was ten she would be able to put us on a transport at the port and the two of us would fly into the stars together. My aunt gave me my passport. Told me if I wanted she would use my mother's money to send me away. When I was nine I told her I was ready to leave. 

    It was easier then I thought it would be. My mother had prepared everything. I had cousins that lived on a colony in Mars, a settlement called Pergonae-3. I can still remember the fear I felt as I walked alone into the port. I told showed the guards my luggage (nothing but wrinkled clothes and a few pictures of my mother) and my fake passport - they barely bothered to check it (just like the guards in the Erebus) and let me through. The port was so clean and white. It was unlike anything I had ever seen up to that point in my life. I felt like I had won the lottery. I was wearing my best clothes and an outfit picked out by my aunt. Compared to the people around me I must have looked like street trash but I didn't care. I was on top of the world and soon I would literally be rising above it all. As I boarded my transport I stumbled and stared out at the city. I knew I would never see that place again. I hated it. I wanted everyone there to die. I had so much rage in my heart but my mother's death had set me free. 

    I thought about the stories I had heard of people rising from the streets and becoming rich and famous. The inspirational ones that make people feel better about their useless mundane lives. I believed for that moment in time that I was destined to be a celebrity. What was I going to do? Paint, sing? I had plenty of time to find out, I was only nine years old. Another child looked my way. A young girl my age traveling with her parents. She waved at me. I thought for a moment that she would be my new best friend. I felt like I was making a connection with everyone. When I went to talk to her I was put off by her parents. 

    The shuttle was going to take several days to reach Mars. Once there I would meet up with my cousins at the port, they would be holding a sign for me. When we launched I felt my ears pop. The launch itself made it hard to move. I felt my stomach flip and turn. I thought several times that I was going to throw up but then we broke through the atmosphere and leveled off. Each of us began to float. The shuttle I boarded had been old. It had no artificial gravity. It would have been an awful two days if I had to stay awake but the flight attendants had us sit in egg shaped pods. A form of temporary stasis. Cheaper then feeding passengers in the long run. I let the attendant strap me in and within a few moments, I had fallen asleep. 

    Two days later I woke up and we had landed at a small port on Mars. 

    Pergonae-1. 

    It looked like a desert town. There were few buildings and residents. Most of the dock was dusty, the martian soil here still hadn't been quite terraformed but at least the oxygen wasn't stale or dirty. I was breathing clean air. I thought about what I had learned about the planet. How it was right before the Skrav invaded we began terraforming Mars, a venture that would have taken centuries and lifetimes to accomplish but after the invasion there was a huge technological revolution and the terraforming process had sped up to twenty years. Mars had all the building blocks for life, all we really had to do was establish an artificial atmosphere, pump a few gases into the air, plant some trees in a mixture of Earth and Martian soil (the bacteria from the Earth soil quickly spread across the martian planet as did the seeds of plants) and wait. Pergonae-1 was apparently the second to last stop the shuttle had made with only a few of us still onboard that were leaving. Plenty had boarded though. Every seat was filled with Martians leaving to venture towards Earth. I wondered why anyone would want to go there? Once they left they would be heading towards another city to pick up more passengers. Truly I didn't care. I had made it to the stars. I thanked my flight attendant and whispered a short prayer saying 'thank you' to my mother. She had told me one day I would soar. I had finally escaped. 

    It was easy to find my cousins waiting for me. I recognized them almost immediately from pictures my aunt had shown me. We walked outside the port together. The horizon was empty. It looked like there was nothing but dust for hundreds of miles. Mars wasn't a very big planet, not nearly the size of Earth. I thought for sure that there would be more civilization than there was but I was wrong. I was wrong about everything. From one shanty town to another. Pergonae-3 was just as bad as the village in South Africa. 
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	Area 5. I had killed twenty maybe thirty rebels by the time we made our way 1/3 of the way through the block.  There were so many of them mostly about the same age as I was. The look of shock on their faces aroused me. I could feel the adrenaline of war, the rush as I pulled the trigger, one after another they fell. Terrorists. They might as well have been Skrav. My exo-suit held up against the bullets they sprayed towards me. They were firing rounds from old war machine guns, M16s, AK47s, classics that they no doubt bought on the black markets. 

    Everything seemed to be going to plan Jack and Andrews had my back. I knew I could rely on them. I knew Kal was safe. The two of us had just started to see one another outside our uniforms at this time and I felt connected to him. Over my PDA I read a ping. A private message from Kal, 'How are you holding up?' it asked. I said aloud, "another day at the beach," and my PDA immediately transformed my words into text. The two of us had gone to the beaches on the West Coast only a week ago when we had taken some shore leave. It was the first time I had gone somewhere that I didn't feel like killing anybody. We toured the streets of L.A. & Hollywood, watched movies till way past midnight and went to an after hours bar together and drank whiskey and wine. Kal's life had been so different than mine. Kal grew up in Brazil, but not in the slums. His parents had been rich though they died when he was very young. He spent his adolescence in private military school and eventually enlisted at the age of eighteen. He saw combat in the Middle East (that place is always at war), China, Tibet, and Mars. By the time he was twenty-one (he was only a few months older than I am - and when we joined Squad 13 we were both twenty-twos) he was ranked number one in his class. He was a prodigy, not only with a gun but with computers and technology. I was a lucky girl. 

    Reynold's our commanding officer pinged all of us, 'Mizuki found the package, return to previous thought, extraction at the south ridge fifteen minutes'. The message was clear to all of us - mission success - all we had to do now was leave. That should have been easy. The FTLS Falcon would turn Area 5 to ash in less than twenty minutes and we had to prioritize and make sure we weren't in their way. At the south ridge on the border between Area 5 and Area 6, we would have a dropship waiting for us. It would be automated, they wouldn't send a real pilot our way. We officially didn't exist anyway. Squad-13 was black ops, this mission, hell even our enemy Section 17 didn't officially exist on any records. As far as the world knew every nation had their difficulties but we were all at peace. No one cared about the divide between the rich and the poor and many countries were prosperous with middle-class populations that could afford to live the way they wanted (minus the sailboats, flying cars made by Ferrari and other rich people toys). Our struggle was a secret one. A secret war fought in slums and shanty towns against an enemy that didn't exist against warlords that fed off the ill will of countries struck by poverty. 

    If the public had known the truth what would they have done?

    We kept order. We kept the peace. We kept fighting a war so that no one else would have to. 

    Since the beginning of civilization, humans have always been at war amongst themselves and this was no different. From tribal clans fighting for territory to the Hegemony and Sect-17 fighting for control of space trade and technology. 

    Jack and Andrews were a block behind me now. I was quickly approaching the south ridge. I had five minutes before pickup. Area 5 burned behind me, buildings and cargo holds toppled over, the city was in ruins. We had done our job with pinpoint accuracy. I stood on top of a cargo hold for a moment eyeing the drop ship in the distance. 'Almost there' I thought. I hit the dirt ground hard loading another clip into my M44. I hadn't killed anyone in three minutes. If there was anyone left they were hiding or running having realized they had lost. That was what I told myself before my eyes burned from the sight of a child. 

    I held my M44 up front, alert, gripping the barrel. The child was seven maybe eight years old, skinny, malnourished. The child's arm had been amputated and replaced with a cybernetic prosthetic. It looked like something from the movie 'Terminator'. He stared at me wearing a yellow shirt and blue shorts holding a small teddy bear down by his side. A trick I though, a hallucination. No way there should be kids here. Then another appeared. A little girl even younger with just as many cybernetics. Another boy appeared from behind her with goggles stretched over his eyes a cybernetic leg. Suddenly I was surrounded. Children were crying all around me. I thought for a moment I could hear them begging for food, water, others begging that I save them. Some looked at me as if I had been some kind of saviour, smiling at me with teeth. I could smell them. They were scavengers, rooting through piles of junk in the city collecting cans and other pieces of metal that they could recycle or sell to junkyards and dealers. Some of the kids had bags full of broken parts. I could remember doing the same when I was young on Pergonae-3. A shanty town on Mars, a junkyyard full of scraped ships that no one attended to or wanted. I can still remember my older cousins as they told me they were sorry Mars wasn't the glorious place I had imagined it would be. I could remember spending eight years of my life living just as these children are now before I enlisted. What was I doing? They must have beens hiding from the gunfire. 

    Two minutes. Jack and Andrews stood behind me. 

    We were nearly out of time.  
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	Music was better when you knew the artists were alive. Maybe stasis somehow changed my musical taste. Either way, I couldn't find a single thing on my infinite playlist I wanted to listen to with the exception of a few 'power ballads' and 'shreds' here and there. Nothing fancy and nothing anyone would recognize. 

    Eight hours is a long fucking time to spend in a transport ship strapped in with soldiers and refugees. Citizens of the Erebus, Citizens of humanity. Looking around I found it so hard to believe that we were all that was left. If I really really was going to spend the rest of my life on this ship or on that colony these would be the ugly mugs I would be spending it with and I had never been very good at making friends. 

    A young soldier about my age (but not since he was actually four years younger and had been awake since the Erebus left Pluto) sat beside me. I could see him from the corner of my eye looking at my body checking me out. I knew I had been a fairly attractive woman but I had no time for games. I wasn't interested in making new friends nor was I interested in sex or games at the moment. All I could think about was my mission. I kept wondering if I heard Miguel's voice in my ear if he was somehow watching me right now. I wondered if he would order me to degrade myself for his amusement. He had after all already ordered me to kill and I did. Sleeping with a stranger was far easier than that and who knows maybe this young soldier would be worth my time. 

    Eyes on the prize. I wasn't sitting here to get laid. 

    I had to figure out how I was going to confront Reynolds. 




    "Message for my lady," the young soldier said handing me a small purple cloth he pulled from the inside of his coat. The clothing was made of cotton, I wondered now how rare such an item would be. The color purple in some cultures meant the item being presented was of great importance. I looked at him taking the cloth in hand and asked, "are you sure? I have only just woken up and I know nobody on board," I said trying my best to sound as innocent as I could. "A message from Slen, I believe he was your employer correct, I was also brought here under his supervision though I arrived far later than the two of you," the young soldier said looking me up and down. "Yes, you are Elyse, I would recognize you anywhere, I have spent hours watching over you while you slept, sorry, I'm sure that sounds weird, I'm not trying to sound like a pervert or anything that was a part of my job, I'm sorry I wasn't there when you woke up," he said. I opened the clothe and from inside fell a USB chip. 

    "And what exactly is on this?" I asked motioning annoyed at the USB that had fallen into my lap. "Everything, the future, the past, Kal, Squad 13, the various jobs you took as a freelancer, and the key to getting that collar of your neck," he wrote on a sheet of paper for me to read. I couldn't blame him for not speaking. He knew somehow that Miguel or at the very least one of his men would be listening in.  

    "How did you come by something like this?" I asked trying not to let the mention of Squad-13 or Kal's name get the better of my emotions. It was possible that many onboard this ship, especially the military, had a hand to play in the Hegemony and maybe even some of the missions Squad-13 had performed. Actually, I had no doubt in my mind that the politicians and officials that made up the Hegemony were here. "You see, I'm Reynolds assistant," he mouthed without speaking - smiling. 
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	Some say the eyes are the window to the soul. I call bullshit. The eyes lie. Reynolds assistant introduced himself to me as 'Jake' and then quietly got up and walked away heading towards the bathroom. We were already an hour into our flight to the surface below so I knew he wouldn't disappear on me, I would have plenty of time to ask him for any questions I might have. The first and foremost being 'how the fuck does Reynolds know I'm here', and the second being 'what do I have to do for this?' Jake had the eyes of a liar. I had had many encounters with his kind and never once had any of them shown me they were different. 




    I placed the USB into my tablet set my headphones around my head and stared as the screen flashed black and blue. Reynolds' voice came through my headset. I thought for a moment that he was talking to me in real time but I knew very well that was impossible. Only military COMs and the ship could be used to send signals back and forth between one another. I stopped the playback, wondering for a moment if Miguel could be listening in if he had my tablet tapped. I couldn't take the risk. I needed to hear what was on the USB but I couldn't risk getting my head blown off. 

    "Miguel, Miguel are you there?" I asked. I must have looked crazy talking to myself. 

    Other passengers were no further than three feet away from me. 

    No answer. Well, that was a great start. Maybe, Miguel's thugs had fallen asleep. 

    

    My mind began to wander. 

    I began to wonder if it was day or night. The Erebus used universal time (24 hour days, 60 minutes each hour, 365 days a year) but 'Shear' would surely have it's own. On my tablet I pulled up what information I could about the planet. 36 hours in a day. 472 days to rotate around it's sun. Day and night were also very different on 'Shear' then they were on the Erebus. They were inverted in fact. Nights on 'Shear' would be cold. Days would be warm but never too hot. The north and south parts of 'Shear' were practically toxic so we would always be close to the equator. 

    God, I'm sounding like a real colonist now. Even beginning to think like one. Distracting myself from the problems at hand. Daydreaming, a bad habit I partake of too often. If I did break free of Miguel's hold on me I could easily survive down on that world but what kind of life would I lead? 




    "Hello lover," said Miguel's voice in my ear. 

    "Seems you have made a new friend..." he said hissing.

    "Maybe, what is that to you," I said. 

    "Just a little jealous is all, thought for a moment I heard a voice from our past, must just be my imagination though, I can imagine all kinds of crazy things," he said. 

    "Must have been," I replied. 

    "O, just you wait love," he said hissing again. 
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	I could spend my time running if only I could get this collar off my neck. I started ignoring Miguel in my ear. Nothing happened. I followed Jake to the bathroom and opened the door. He was standing there soaking his face in the water. I still had several more hours before we reached the surface. I said I wouldn't but I wanted to. I grabbed Jake and placed his hand on my chest. The two of us stayed in the bathroom for another hour. Give a girl a break, it had been four years. 

    I was bothered by what Miguel had said about his 'crazy imagination' and I had spent far too much time stressing about my mission. Jake had given me a key but I couldn't use it. I was stuck. 

    "Not bad for an old lady," Jake said. I laughed. We were both the same age though in a sense I was four years older than him because of my time in stasis. He said nothing else after that placing his clothes on. He moved slowly occasionally running his hand through my hair and down my back and spine. He was staring at me, his eyes looked so different than they had before. He was studying me. Jake wasn't like most soldiers I knew, he had probably never seen combat the way I had. There was something very innocent about him though he was trying his best to hide it. I hadn't felt like anyone look at me like that since Kal died. 

    

    Pergonae-3




    I was eighteen when I enlisted. I had to get myself off, Mars. I had gone from one shanty town on Earth to another in space. There were few options for people like me and getting a 'real' education was out of the question. My family couldn't afford it nor were there any close by not to mention I would never be accepted having the limited education I had received from the sad excuse for public schools they had inside Pergonae. I had no talents. I tried art, I tried writing, I tried my hand at various crafts such as welding and engineering but I had only been average in all those affairs. Nothing I had or did would be good enough for a scholarship or sponsorship. I was mediocre and alone. The only thing I had was my anger, my rebellious thoughts, and my strength. I had been for a long time stronger than many of the girls (and boys) around me. I was always the one getting into fights around school. I had a short fuse and didn't take shit from anyone. During my early years, I was sent to see several guidance counselors because of my anger issues. That led to seeing several doctors each with their own diagnosis. Depression, bipolar disorder, schizophrenia, and many other mental problems all with a note saying 'sociopathic tendencies - be careful with this one'.  Seeing the doctors and the pills they each put me on only made me worst. Several times I felt like a zombie. Other times I felt angrier than I had ever been at the world and myself. I tried to take my own life when I was sixteen. Slit my wrists sideways and spent a few days in the hospital. Never again. That was the dumbest thing I had ever done. I stopped taking the pills after that, stopped seeing the doctors. It helped my family couldn't afford it and it was better for them. Even if Pergonae-3 was a shit town they were still my family, they still took me in and I still owed them so much; the last thing I wanted was to be more of a burden. 

    I finished school, graduated and then found myself in the enlistment office. I was one of a dozen brats form Pergonae-3 trying to enlist to escape this wretched place. Each one of us had lived a life full of loss and this seemed like it was our only hope. I was the first called into the recruiter's office. I can't remember the man's name or even how he looked but he had treated me better than anyone I had ever met up to that point in my life. He had a psychological report laid out on his desk (with notes from the many doctors I had visited, the report looked like it could have been a book about how not to let your child grow into a murderer)  including a report from my school talking about my mediocre grades and fitness. Only one art teacher had anything good to say about me and the recruiter read it to me aloud, she had said 'Elyse has potential to be great'. It was the first time I had heard anyone say that to me. Never once had any of my teachers, especially that one said anything like that towards me while I was in class, in fact, they had made me feel quite the opposite. I could remember several instances when that teacher had lectured me, called me a brat, called me a punk, said I would be stuck here if I never changed my attitude. Kinda funny... I'm alive now and she's dead (along with the rest of everyone I knew) I guess I grew up into something after all. 

    The recruiter signed me up and I was gone in three days. Just enough time to sell my belongings (what little I had) and say goodbye to my family. They weren't going to miss me though they said they would. They told me to write and I even did several times but never had any of my letters been responded to. I was alone. Eighteen and out. Basic training began with seven weeks of education and physical fitness. After seven weeks we spent four more going through weapons training and then another six weeks off-world on Deimos crawling through the ashes of a 'the Battle of Memoria'. Off-world I got my first taste of what it was like to wear an exo-suit and combat armor. Some suits were bulky (the ones they trained us in first) and nearly impossible to move in. It was damn near impossible to aim down the sight of a gun with a helmet on and you had to learn how to quickly read and understand the HUD (heads up display) inside the helmet, read pings and messages from other soldiers all while in a combat situation. It was hard to concentrate on any of it with adrenaline going. It was like having six billion threads of information played out before you and your brain had no way of comprehending any of it. By the time the first month of off-world training had passed several recruits had quit. I almost quit myself but I had nothing to go back to. There was no home for me. I had to fight for this even if it meant I was going to die. 
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    Jake was a better lover than he was a soldier. The hours seemed to pass by. Security came and knocked on the bathroom twice. Each time Jake held out his security clearance and smiled as they walked away. Our excuse for being in the bathroom was that the two of us were conducting 'official business' and needed the privacy away from the civilian passengers. Several times the two of us floated together in zero g as the shuttle's gravity came and went. We did our best not to bust our heads but the beating against the wall only made it that much more intense. He found several ways to talk to me in which Miguel wouldn't be able to hear. A way that would have both distracted Miguel and anybody that had been watching. Writing on my body was one. A game of physical charades. Jake told me that when we dropped from the orbit and entered the atmosphere there would be a delay in the signal which Miguel was using to monitor me. I would have three minutes to listen to Reynolds message and disable my collar. I wouldn't be able to remove my collar as Miguel would surely sense something was wrong and send someone out to kill me and follow through with my mission but I could disable it so that I would be free of his threats. I could then continue listening to him and following his plan up until the point I needed to kill Reynolds. From there Jake said Reynolds was planning to fake his death in front of me. Hoping that Miguel didn't execute me then and there (which would be impossible with a disabled collar) the two of us would meet and I would kill him. My mission had gotten ever so complicated changing from one target to the next. I was beginning to now feel like some kind of secret agent. I felt like a freelancer again working for the highest bidder. Either way, only one thing was becoming obvious and that was that someone was going to die. 
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Nothing in training could have ever prepared us for the sight of the children in front of our eyes. Each so broken, so fragile, clinging to their shanty town for dear life. They had no idea what was about to happen to them. They were frightened at the sight of us. All along we had thought we were fighting Section-17 but Area 5 had been something more. It was a home to the homeless, refugees that had fled one country and stumbled here hoping to recover from the battles they had been fighting their whole lives. Most of these kids never even knew a good full meal. For a moment I thought about begging Jack to call off the mission or lie and say we had found something important and call off the strike. 

    Jack and Andrews ran by me. They barely looked at the children. They were all ghosts as far as the two of them had been concerned. I thought I was going to lose it. I aimed for a moment through my rifle at Jack. All it would take was one shot and Andrews would have control of the mission. From there I could force him to make the call or take his life as well. Only two people could stop this city from being lit on fire; Reynolds and the Squad 13 leader (and only if there was reason to believe we would lose some valuable piece of information connecting us to Section 17). I was third in line and I could save these kids. If I didn't I would be just as bad as the bomb that dropped. I might as well shoot them all here, end their lives before they burn. My only other choice was to turn and run away, follow Jack and Andrews and leave this place and forget about their charred bodies. No. It was too late for that. I had already looked into their eyes. I had enough nightmares I didn't need anymore. The bomb would be no better than the stray bullet that killed my mother - I would be no better than that stray bullet should I not do anything. 

    One minute before extraction. Jack's body hits the ground hard. Andrews stops dropping to his knees and diving for cover. The invisible children that surround me scream. Jack, still alive screams out in pain. I missed his heart by an inch and he was still alive. Andrews began scoping out rooftops looking around to see where the shot could have come from. He wasn't the greatest detective and it would take both of them a minute to realize the shot had come from me. Even if he had looked over at me he could only guess as to whether or not I was the one to blame. As far as he knew I had my rifle in front of me now because I was doing the same thing he was. I used that time to dive behind cover motioning for the children to do the same. With another shot I killed Jack. 

    The instant Jack died I received a ping telling me that Andrews had been promoted and placed in charge. On the other side of the cargo valley Cillian, Kal, Tusk, and Mizuki were caught off guard to learn that one of our squad had fallen. Immediately I began to see a swirl of messages asking what happened, whether we needed backup and a private message from Kal 'I hope you didn't do anything stupid'.  I felt like in my mind that Kal would have been the last person to see my action as something stupid. If he knew the situation I had just placed myself in he probably would have thought the world of me. Kal had always been putting others first. We had called him the 'heart' of Squad 13. He was also the only person aside from myself I ever listened to or cared for. If Kal had been in charge I knew I wouldn't have shot him but then if Kal had been in charge he wouldn't have just run by all the augmented children.  We still had 45 seconds till we had to round the corner and climb into a shuttle. The shuttle would wait another 30 − 60 seconds before taking off giving us just enough time to all pile in. 




    Andrews had realized now that I killed Jack. 
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	    Jake fucked me like a rabid dog on steroids. We were one hour away from dropping into the atmosphere and I had decided that I wanted him to be there when I disabled my collar. I even thought for a moment that his being there would give me an advantage; if he already knew how to do it I wouldn't even need to listen to Reynolds video and the two of us could get back to exploiting Jake's many other talents. Life after the end of the world didn't seem like it was going to be so bad after all. Once I had my freedom it would be pretty nice to just be a civilian again, maybe I could sleep till we made it all the way to Eden and then I could join the colonization ever. Finishing Miguel off for Reynolds would certainly open some doors and opportunities. Damn, already thinking about how to manipulate the world around me in a way that benefits myself. I wish I could get past that kind of thinking. The whole world is gone and I am one of the few humans left, the only thing I could do now is be good at fighting and raising babies. Reynolds would probably prohibit the latter seeing as how I would most likely be a very unfit mother. I have never been very stable, even as a soldier I was breaking rules left and right. I was only kept on because I was the best at what I did. I survived every suicide mission they sent me on and more I survived the drugs and interrogations they gave me when trying to learn why I had made so many of the mistakes I had made. I always had my reasons of course and as long as I believed them, as long as I trusted myself and my judgment that became truth. The only good thing I had ever had was Kal and I probably would have messed that up given the chance. I was still an attractive woman.  I guess that means I could have babies (I'm sure Reynolds would approve that, he was just as sick a pig as Miguel) but... don't want to think about that. I'm not ready for that and I would never let them do that to me. This may be a new world but there would still be law and order. They couldn't force someone to do something against their will. Reynolds may not have been a great man but he wasn't evil in the same way Migeul was. I wasn't going to be a mother, not anytime soon. I still have too much killing to do. The future of the human race would probably be grown inside a lab anyway. 
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	Andrews looked at me through his scope. I wasn't sure if he was going to fire on me or not at first and I wasn't surprised when he did. He knew I was a threat and it became obvious to him after several seconds what it was that I wanted. The fact that I had hung back and had been caught staring at the children was a big giveaway. Something I would soon regret. 

	

	Andrews was our intelligence officer. He had come from a European background, his parents even working in corporate espionage. He learned at a very young age how to analyze tough situations, he might as well have been a computer, his mind was always on fire, working on varying strategies and tactics. Most of our training regiments had been planned by Andrews with several combat simulations (similar to the one we were in now) designed to test us. A virtual reality is far different then the real world though and I knew every time that those children presented in his scenarios had been fake or made to force us to express a kind of sad empathy. It never worked before. It was only now in the 'real' that I understood what kind of killing I was and was not capable of. I couldn't kill someone that had grown up the way I had. It was selfish, pathetic. I felt a connection to the children in Area 5 and therefore I couldn't let them die. 

	Sometimes it feels like we are all always searching for a place that we belong. Sometimes we think we have found that place but it ends up being nothing but another facade or just a place we can hide for awhile. We separate ourselves into smaller groups, cliques and find others with similar passions and interests as we have finding ways to speak the same language. I had spent my whole life as an outcast living poorly and fending for myself. I enlisted into the Hegemony to escape living in a shanty town and I paid dearly for that. I can still remember the first implants I received. The ones that they gave us two-months into our off-world training. The implants that helped us recognize the information that had been thrown at us. It seemed as if time moved slowly. 60 seconds became an hour, an hour a day, a day a week, a week a month. Time just never felt the same after that but it was all the same. 

	'Do you need help with Andrews?' a ping flashed across my eyelid. It was a message from Kal. My contacts were displaying the same HUD information I would have had inside a combat suit or visor. Another benefit of being a part of Squad 13, we were given some of the most maneuverable - aerobatic equipment. Half the time I ran on the battlefield I felt like I was naked, my exo-suit was made from a highly flexible strong material. It wouldn't be strong enough though. As far from Andews as I was and with the rifles we were using he could pierce my armor anywhere, especially since I knew - we both knew - we had armor piercing rounds (that had been how I shot Jack in the first place). 

	30 seconds left. 

	'Django,' I pinged him back in reply. It was a coded message. Kal and I had spent quite a lot of time together and one of the few fun things we had liked to do was leave each other messages to figure out. We kind of had our own secret language. I'm sure anyone at the Hegemony would be able to decode it but they wouldn't have the time, that was the last thought on my mind. In a way it was a childish game we played but then again the two of us together were very childish. We even spent days held up in at least one or both of our apartments chasing each other around with soft air guns and confetti. Some days we would do nothing but cuddle and cook, others we would sail. I loved sailing. Sailing had been one of the few things Kal had shown me that made my mind feel at ease. 

	20 seconds left. 

	The time to make a move was now. 

	The slave had risen to kill the master. 

	I had been suppressing my childhood letting my anger for the world guide me as I fought my way through basic and off-world training. I had hidden my true feelings underneath and joined the system which had killed my mother.  
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	10 seconds left. 

	Andrews stands and begins firing on the kids hiding inside the alley. That bastard. He was diverting my attention. He had made the first move against those that I had stood to protect. If he killed them Jack's death, my death, it would all be meaningless. Squad 13 truly was made from the worst mankind had to offer. How the hell were each of us allowed to walk the streets? I couldn't live with letting these people die and now a member of my own team had begun killing them before our time had even come to an end. Maybe Andrews knew he was done for either way. Maybe he just wanted to take all of us down with him as the two of us missed our extraction. He could have called off the strike, the drone ship would still be there to pick us up, he could have made an excuse to Reynolds just as I had planned saying that we had found valuable intel on Section 17. Bastard. Andrews. He had to do things his own way. 

	

	0 seconds left. 	

	I shot Andrews in the forehead. He died far quicker a death then he deserved. He killed two of the eight kids (I finally counted) I had been trying to protect but it was too late. Kal, Cillian, Mizuki, Tusk had already made there way to the dropship and they were taking off. I received a ping from Kal 'get underground now, they are using fusion missiles not nuclear, if you can get six to eight feet underground or inside a shelter you can survive this, we will come for you once the fog clears'. The 'fog clears' another cryptic message. I had forgotten that Reynolds had been watching my every move via the same contacts I used to talk to my team. He had access to everyones visions. He could practically tell what we were feeling based on our pulse not to mention he was monitoring us via the other implants we had. I think I must have had twelve total at this point. Too many to name. I was just as much a cyborg as these kids though no one could tell. 




	I could see my team flying away and the shuttle that was coming to burn this city to the ground just as I received the ping that I was now in charge of Squad 13. 
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    "Enjoying your flight?" Miguel's voice crept into my ear. It was an awkward moment but Kal - I mean Jake - quickly turned away when he realized what was going on. He didn't let on enough that I thought Miguel would be able to tell he knew about him but he did make it clear that he wanted no part of me while I had someone else's voice inside my head. I didn't blame him. I ignored Miguel's voice thinking that he was just trying to mess with me now. He knew exactly what I had been doing and knew it would make no sense for me to talk to him now - not unless he asked me to kill Jake first. He did no such thing but rather just started laughing telling me about how some time ago he had been a freedom fighter, that he had watched a city burn because of the Hegemony. I thought about Area 5. So many events from so long ago, so many echoes throughout my head. 

    We only had 45 minutes left until we were to enter the atmosphere. I was looking forward to it. Finally, I had, some hope that this trip wouldn't end with my head on a stick. I felt safe with Jake, safer then I had been for awhile, at least since I woke up... no, maybe since before that. I haven't felt safe in a long time if I ever felt safe at all. 

    Jake was putting his clothes on, his PDA rang letting us know that we would need to take our seats soon. His PDA reminded me of an alarm clock I use to have. I was so bad at getting up in the morning I was always hitting 'snooze'. I think most days when I wasn't on a mission I would sleep until noon. Either way, any alarm clock I had I made sure I set it an hour before I had to wake up that way I could hit the 'snooze' button a minimum of four times. Sure, it might have been better to just sleep in that whole extra hour but there was something comforting about laying in bed, in and out of consciousness, from one altered state to another. I wish 'stasis' had been something like that. 




    I wish that I had been in that altered state of mind. My feeling of being safe was quickly taken away as a man dressed in military armor pried open the bathroom door and grabbed Jake placing a gun against his head. He ordered me back to my seat and as I grabbed my clothes fumbling around falling to the ground I saw that he wasn't alone. The guards that were on board had been killed and everyone was sitting in their seats in a panic. We weren't landing, the shuttle had begun drifting in orbit around the planet. By the look of things, we wouldn't be landing anytime soon. The gun toting guard threw Jake to the floor beside me and screamed for the two of us to return to our seats. Miguel's voice played in my ear, "things are about to get interesting now, I haven't told them about you, I suspect if you want to fulfill your mission you are just going to have to play along with this little game. Tell me, Elyse, how do you feel about space pirates?"
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    "I asked are you enjoying your flight? Miguel's voice again in my ear. I felt like screaming. Jake looked up at me from the ground. I could see it in his eyes. I had seen that look far too many times now. If there was a God he abandoned me a long time ago. Deep inside my chest, I felt my heart begin to race. Long ago I had an implant that would give me small boosts of adrenaline. Most of them I had removed at this point in my career or replaced with ones off the black market. Ones that weren't military, that couldn't be hacked, detected, or monitored by anyone but myself. This was my own heart beat. I had somehow or another started developing feelings for Jake. Perhaps it was some kind of sick joke life was playing on me. He was nothing but a dog. Whatever it was I felt it didn't stick very long. 




    "Make an example, show them we're serious," said one of the pirates. I use that word lightly. They were terrorists being controlled by Miguel not unlike myself however they were following him voluntarily. However blind they were to what he was actually planning. 




    Bang. The sound echoed throughout the inside of the ship's hull. Before I knew what I was doing I had the pirate on the ground and began pushing my fingers through his eyes. Another pirate, the one that had given him the order had taken a step back. I shocked him just long enough to grab the gun from the ground. I killed him and another three rows back before the ship went dead silent. Another pirate was hiding behind the doorway to the cockpit. I could see his shadow on the other side of the wall. He was holding a rifle. If he was smart he would have fired and killed everyone in sight. Maybe I would have been lucky and come out unscathed but chances are he would have hit me one way or another. 




    When the pirate moved around the corner it only took a single shot. He was slow. Probably a soldier straight from the academy. That or some refugee Miguel had just handed a gun. Did they really think they could make a difference hijacking this shuttle? 




    Seeing Jake's lifeless body on the ground sent chills down my spine. 

    I spit near his forehead and wiped away the single tear I had begun to cry. 

    At the very least he had delivered Reynolds message to me and given me hope. 




"Great job love," his voice whispered softly into my ear like a snake hissing in the shadows. "Tell me you didn't enjoy that?" he continued, "I picked them especially for you, I thought for sure that would last a little longer. Seems I should have more faith in you."




    "So I passed your fucking test then?" I said as cold as I could.

    "Unfortunately yes. I only wish you could have heard their sweet martian accents, you see each one of those so called pirates had been locked up in cold storage hand picked by one of my closest. Refugees from Pergonae-3 I believe. Shithole to live in so I have heard. They begged me to let them onboard. All I asked was that they hijack a shuttle and land it on the other side of Shear." Miguel was trying hard to hit a chord. He knew more about me than I wanted him too and he was planning to use as much of it against me as possible. 

    

    "When I become king you'll make a good concubine," he said. 




    More words to make me sick. I wanted to talk back but no matter what I said I knew that was exactly what he was looking for. He wanted my reaction. He wanted my anger, my rage, my hate to surface. He was getting his kicks from it. Every time I said I was going to kill him I might as well have been getting down on my knees. Miguel was a monster. Worst than me. Worst than Cain. Worst than Reynolds even. 
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	The first time I lost hope. The bombs fell around me. I wasn't fast enough to get everyone underground. The three that followed me began to die slowly after as a result of the EMP blast that followed. Their augmented hearts and lungs stopped working as their mechanical parts shut down. Even my own implants shut down. For the first time in years I was more human then I had ever been. Cut off. Alone. My team had taken off and deserted me. Bastards knew I was down below but they dropped the bombs anyway. Reynolds. In the back of my mind I knew he had been watching. Somehow yet he had still made me commanding officer of Squad 13. 




	The rescue party came three days later. It was Kal that had convinced them to finally come back for me. He argued that I was an asset, worth more alive then down in the dust. When the chopper landed I was burying the last child. I didn't know any of their names nor did I know if there was any family to contact. I had no choice but to leave their graves unmarked. They were the forgotten. Forgotten by everyone but me. 




___________________




"You know I love the sound of your silence," Miguel said. He was still talking. Why the hell was he still talking? What more could he say or want from me? He had a collar around my neck. I was his slave. He could have made me bark like a dog if he wanted. It made me cringe. No I would have rather had my head blown off. He knew he could push me one way but not the other. Nothing he was having me do was something I had never done before. 

	

	"Talk to me Elyse, pretty please," he said. For a moment there was a change in his tone. Rather then a snake he sounded like some less sinister and repulsive creature. 

	"Tell me a story Elyse, you know, only about five more minutes till your ship breaks orbit and you land," he was asking again. 




	Five minutes. Five minutes and I would be unhinged.  Five minutes and Reynolds message would give me the answer I needed to be set free.  Five minutes and I would be the one in control just as I should have always been. Miguel wants to hear a story. I could make something up on the spot. That would be easy. "Truth or fiction?" I asked. "I already know all I need to know about you, let us see how your imagination works. Tell me a fictitious tale. Something random, Something I might read to a child," he said. 

	"I could tell you about Captain Strider who served onboard the UNS Argyll, or King Neptune and his battle against the Horge to re-energivz the nano sphere. 

	"Those sound like really horrid holos," said Miguel, "be creative, tell me something from you, from the bottom of your mind. What kind of creatures can you create?" I thought for a moment. I didn't quite understand what kind of trickery Miguel was trying to pull. This had been the most random conversation I had had in years. The last person that talked to me in this way was Kal and that was in bed late at night and the two of us were usually half drunk, half asleep, and always naked. Perhaps that was his goal. To stir up some small talk and make me think about the way I use to be. The person I was when I wasn't holding a gun to someones head. He was breaking me down bit by bit. 




	I began, "Once upon a time in a time after leading the tiny planet Mars, a group of trolls fly toward a distant speck. The speck gradually resolved into  tiny space abbey. The trolls begin sharing their martian secrets with the surrounding alien populations. Civil war strikes the galaxy which is ruled by Chad Zeus, an industrial alien capable of theft and assassination. Terrified the handsome zombie known as Chantel Chen flees the empire with her protector. They head for Liverpool in New New England on the planet Epsilon Eridani. When they finally arrive a fight breaks out and Chen uses a spoon to kill Chad Zues and make her escape when sudden;y her protector encounters a tribe of witches." 

	"Stop. Right there," said Miguel. 

	"Are you not enjoying the story?" I said in a sarcastic tone.

	"Such bullshit," he said. For a moment I wondered if this was it. Miguel had decided to kill me on account of my horrid storytelling. (I may have said I was a good liar but I was not in fact good at telling fairy tales). 

	"You said she makes her escape with a spoon? Impossible. I call bullshit," he said.

	"Yes a spoon," I said. 

	"I should kill you right now and save future generations from your imagination," said Miguel. I prepared myself. I was nearly holding my breath before I realized five minutes had passed. There was a delay in Miguel's voice. A small white noise was audible through my earpiece. The moment had come. Had Jake not told me I would have barely have noticed. We were dropping out of orbit and this was my chance. Escape. 




	Turbulence. Of course something was going to go wrong. 




	"Ionize the hydrogen fuel tank or we are going to crash!" yelled the pilot from the front of the shuttle. Was he talking to me? I was the only one still standing. 

	"You, the chick with gun, your the closest to the back there is an electrical invariance in the conduits attached to the tank and if you don't ionize it with the thrust assembly the entire compressor could destabilize!"

	"How the fuck do I do any of that?" I shouted back.

	"Take out the boson microfilament inside your gun and plug it into the back flow regulators. Inside the assembly.  You'll see the burnt out one inside. That will ionize the fuel tank and we'll stabilize. If not we're going to go into  free fall soon as we hit break through the atmosphere. 

	No time now. I had to make a choice. Listen to Reynolds message and de-activate my collar and risk going into free fall or save the ship and the passengers onboard only to be Miguel's lap dog. 
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	When I was a little girl I would stare up at the stars and wonder what was out there. Were they watching us? Waiting? We were caught in a Cold War with the Skrav. Animals so different from us we could only guess their next move. Years ago we anticipated their arrival and we cut away their daggers as they pierced our skies.




	History will tell you we were united. Truth was the human race had never drifted so far apart. Half the population watched through eyewear and holos as the military fought the Skrav that fled to the ground. I trained on the simulations they built. To me all the enemy were Skrav. It was burned into the back of my mind. Anything not human, anyone not on my side was Skrav. 




	For years I trained to be the best but I was lost. We were told the threat was out there among the stars but yet I was hunting my own. Squad 13 broke me and yet I stayed. I was under an illusion. Section 17 was the Skrav to me and I would end them. It was a secret war we fought in the shadows under the corporations that controlled the world. After Area 5 everything changed. The Aliens had faces but no names. I kept my heart hidden and let my mind race. I was under contract and it would take years to break away. 




	Slen offered me something different. A job I couldn't refuse. I had finally made my way but I was struggling to survive. I still remember that last sunset I saw on Earth. I had just finished a small job and I was looking over the details Slen's organization had sent me. Delivered to me in a secure message. I can still remember the clouds draped behind the power lines as I sat with my back against a small ship. The orange and blue glow that made the horizon look like a watercolor painting. I had no idea that would be the last time I would feel the soil of Earth.




	Never again would I see a sunset so beautiful.
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	Jake's death meant shit. Inertial dampeners kicked in. We could hear them screeching just outside the cabin. The sound pierced my ears like nails against a chalkboard. I had to focus. I had so little time to fix the thrust assembly and stop us from spinning out of control. When I finally managed to pull my weight we already dropped out of the sky. We had started to free fall. The pilot did his best to pull us up but we continued on a crash course downward gliding over the colony below and into the jungle that surrounded us. Thirty of us made it out alive. 




	"We have to wait for a rescue," said the pilot, "I have activated a distress beacon and they should come for us shortly. Getting a ship and coming to find us should be a cakewalk for the pilots on this planet." Other passengers began to panic. Already they had been held hostage, witnessed a gunfight and now crash landed on some alien world we knew little about. Shit got real. The pilot was doing his best to calm everyone but nothing he said or did helped. They stared at me. Most all of them saw what I had done. They were looking to me for advice to lead them. 




	I had grown tired of being a leader. I hadn't led anyone since Squad 13 and I gave that up when Kal died. Half the reason I was here was because I was hoping to make a clean escape, earn some money and retire far away from people. I wasn't like them. Not a single one. I didn't belong here and I sure as shit had no idea what to say to calm anyone down. 

	"Listen to the Captain, the pilot has activated an emergency beacon and help will arrive soon, all we have to do is sit tight. Maybe there is some liquor left in the fridge," I said smiling at the end hoping to brighten everyone's day. 

	"A bottle of wine and whiskey," said one of the passengers near the refrigeration unit. 

	"Pour me one," I said pointing towards the whiskey. 

	"You look like you are barely old enough to drink," said the pilot.

	"I just killed how many people and you are questioning my age?" I said in response.

	He whispered, "only trying to compliment you."

	I smiled at him pointed my finger at the passenger pouring me a glass and jokingly flipped my finger up in the air as if I was firing a pretend pistol. 

	The passenger flinched nearly dropping the bottle he had been holding. 

	They were all still staring at me. 

	They were afraid. And God knows they should be. 




"Kill them all," the voice whispered through static into my ear. Miguel's hissing had returned. 

	"I can't!" I shouted. 

	Already I had given up my chance to save myself for these people. I wasn't about to just give in and kill them. I had sacrificed too much. 

	"Sure you can sweetie, it's easy, the pilot has a gun, grab it, one two three fire, one two three, if you make every round count you won't have too even use your hands," Miguel laughed.

	Everyone was staring at me. I felt like an animal in a zoo. A wild lion and they were watching me wondering when I was going to roar. The worst part was that I wanted to do it. I wanted to kill them all. I wanted to make them stop staring at me. Stop looking at me for leadership. I wasn't their leader. I wasn't in charge. The pilot was. He was the captain of the ship before it went down and he was the one with the highest authority among us. 

	"We have a transmission coming in from the colony!" said the Pilot. 

	"Read it aloud, how long till rescue arrives!" shouted a passenger. 

	"Four hours, they have to refuel one of their bigger ships to come out to us since we are such a large crowd," the Pilot smiled. I'm sure he was patting himself on the back. Most all of the passengers that boarded had survived with the exception of a few that hit their heads too hard during our landing and the terrorists. 

	

	"You have four hours Elyse, don't let me down," Miguel whispered. 
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	Four hours. Thirty people. Their lives in my hands. I should have let us crash. It would have been a lot easier for me. It would have been a quicker death for everyone involved. Who the hell wanted to live on this world anyway? The USB Jake had given me was destroyed. Crushed in the crash. I spent the next several hours reading a dossier about our new 'home'.  Shear had 36 hour days 472 days a year. During the day it was warm and sticky while the nights were cold and damp. Too cold. Nights could drop below freezing and most likely if we were stuck out here without rescue then our chances - my chances - drop exponentially. Not that my chances were very good anyway. Not with Miguel breathing down my neck. That wasn't the worst of it though. I stepped outside just for a moment. I needed some time to myself. Time to drink and think. I couldn't stand the pilot and the rest of the people that had survived staring at me. Miguel was silent. Probably giving me time wondering what my decision would be. Was my life worth more then theres? Was I that selfish I would kill them after saving them once already? 




 	All of that washed away. The sun was beginning to set. "Not night, not now," I thought. Just when it seemed shit couldn't get worst it did. I had a feeling. Something in my gut told me that we were being hunted. That I was being hunted.  I knew from some of the reports I had read during my downtime that there was an abundance of life on this world. Both the North and South poles were toxic. At least to humans and animals so the areas of this world filled with life were on the equator. I felt like we were in some nightmarish Amazonian LSD dream. This world full of both predators and prey. The reports said that the wildlife preferred hunting at night. It would be pitch black soon. Some of the crew started turning on the emergency lights. Maybe they would help keep the wildlife away but it wasn't very likely. If anything it would probably draw them towards us. We were something new, something to be studied. We were a mystery that the animals would soon discover. Most around me would be easy prey. I wouldn't go down without a fight and a few others here look like they could handle themselves, maybe. Survival training would have to be something everyone learned in the future. Something everyone here should know now but then again what kind of training could we really do to prepare ourselves for this? A crashed ship, an alien world. Help would be hours away and they would be just as new to all of this as us. 




	It's unfortunate that when we feel hopeless, when we are at our end the devil comes. He takes many forms. I'v had my run in with him more then once. A couple times with Squad 13, another few times on my own as a freelancer. The first was in the shadows of Menoa when Kal died, when he caught fire I saw the devil's face in the flames. He stared at me for what felt like an eternity. I wasn't afraid then and I'm not fearing death now. It was the shock of knowing, from that moment, my life would be empty, my life would be changed. Imagine smiling one moment driving down the street singing in your car and then getting hit from the side. The impact. That aftermath. It fucking hurts. 

	

	The devil came for me again and again. Not for my soul or some kind of deal. He knew I was already condemned. It was more like he liked watching me. The darkness enjoyed watching me struggle and suffer. In a haze like a dream I could see it clearly. The devil and the reaper laughing together pointing their finger at me. I could picture the two of them drinking coffee painting pictures of what they would do to me next. Even now after the end of the world, this Eden, this small space humanity hopes they can make into something more. The devil is everywhere I am. I can even hear his voice in my ear... 
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	"Take off your clothes," said Miguel.

	"Fuck you," I said in return. 

	"Take off your clothes or kill one of the surviving crew around you," he said. 

	"Fuck you," I said again.

	"You know I have a bomb on your neck? Do I need to remind you who's in control? If you don't kill someone I'm going to kill you, I'm bored, I'm ready to have some fun, do it with your hands, I want it to be bloody, I want to hear their screams, I'll even let you in on a secret, I have more operatives around you, maybe you'll get lucky and pick off one of them," the devil whispered again. 

	"There is no reason," I said trying not to look like I was talking to myself. I took another drink. This could have been the last bottle of wine in the universe and here I was doing shots. 

	"Come on, just one, not like any of them stand a chance against you, you have the time, it's going to be another few hours before rescue arrives, you can kill one and run if they give you any trouble. Better yet kill all of them and say they died in the crash. You can do it. I know you have done worse. All those kids. All those poor children you let die. These fucks don't deserve your kindness. I would bet half of them were giving orders just like your old man, just like Reynolds was. The slaughter of innocence in the name of peace, to protect the powers that held control, the sons of the sun. Kill them. Kill one I'll let you live. Kill all of them I'll let you go," he said.

	"Let me go?" I said questioning the excited tone in his voice. He words were echoing in my ear. I could  do it. I could move faster then all of them. I could take two maybe three down before they even realized I had turned against them. I could see it in my head. Like a dance. A ballet. I knew where and when I would step. Sharp jagged pieces of debris were laying on the ground. I could use it, I wouldn't miss a beat.

	"That's my girl, your thinking about it aren't you, counting the breaths you'll take, like a sharp razor flying through space, as graceful as a grenade. You'll be free and you won't have to hear my voice again, you can even report what you know to Reynolds if you want. I won't stop you. I won't even come after you, kill them all or strip off your clothes. Your choice," Miguel was laughing.

	A few of the survivors were staring at me now. I think one or two might have overheard me. Maybe they were starting to put two and two together. Something was clearly wrong with who I was. Standing apart from everyone in the darkness furthest away from the light, from humanity. Drowning my sorrows in wine. I could see it in their eyes. They were looking at me like I was wild. No. That wasn't it. They were worried. I could see a few of them gathering supplies off the ground, blankets and torn pieces of clothing scavenging for the others that were afraid. They were pulling together. A younger woman was smiling towards me. Her hand beckoning me to come forward. Was she one of Miguel's operatives? Was this a ploy? Maybe he was whispering into her ear. Telling her to bring me close so I could call upon the demon inside me.  




	I smiled and took off my shirt. 

	I walked towards them unbuttoning my pants. 

	They looked at my body in awe. I was slender and had a nice figure but I was covered in scars. Wounds that wouldn't heal. I pulled down my panties and took off my bra. I stood there next to the fire. Completely naked. 

	"What the hell are you doing?" one of the women asked.

	"Getting comfortable, its going to be a long few hours," I said smiling.

	I grabbed another cup of wine from the Captain who was staring at my chest. 

	I could only imagine how long it had been since any of these pigs had some.  

	Miguel wanted to shame me. Turn me into a piece of meat. He wanted the survivors to drool over me. He wanted me to feel like a whore. I grabbed a blanket and set it out on the ground before laying down with my legs crossed and arms behind my head. I wasn't going to let him win. The woman who motioned for me to come closer gave me her blanket smiling. She laid herself next to me a few inches away. We stared up at the stars. So different from Earth and yet the same feeling. 

	

	"Well played," his voice. Less excited then he had been.

	"I'm so glad you get to be my puppet for a little while longer, feel free to put your clothes back on whenever you feel like it, I have some errands I simply must tend to. It was great playing with you," Miguel's comm cut out. There was silence. All around us. 	

	Silence. Beautiful silence. 
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	Even on the worst night I was always able to sleep. I taught my body that no matter what I HAD to rest. Counting back from a thousand, clearing my head, meditating. None of it was working now. One more hours until the rescue party arrives. One more hour until I continue on my quest to kill Reynolds. I turned on my side and faced the woman next to me. She had fallen into a deep sleep. Many of the survivors now were settling down resting. We knew we wouldn't have much time. Most likely the rescue party would want us to move as quick;y as possible, especially since we were stuck in the jungles without a barrier. 




	"Where do you suppose the insects are?" the woman next to me awoke. 

	"What?" I asked wondering what made her ask such a question.

	"Back on Earth I was an archeologist, I use to explore different sites all over the solar system. Did you know we found small ruins buried on Mars and the moon. Some ancient alien society hundreds of thousands of years old. The ruins on the moon were made of a crashed ship. Similar to the Skrav but not quite the same. Parts of it were buried hundreds of meters deep inside craters, still partially preserved. We couldn't figure any of it out but some believe it was a seed ship or that some alien race actually created humans. Kinda like those old religions, the first ones, the sumerians, you know like that. Anyway, when I was studying sites on Earth camping there were always so many damn bugs. Mosquitos, ticks, lice, but here, this world I haven't seen a single flying insect yet. It's like they don't exist here. Nothing small, nothing crawling. We know this world has animals and an ecosystem but we have no idea how the food chain works. Even the trees though they look like home are slightly varied. It's like someone took a picture of the Amazon jungle and changed the blues and greens and reds to different levels. This place feels like limbo. It feels wrong," she said. This was the longest I had listened to anyone speak in a long time. Just talking. The two of us began a conversation. I told her how I wasn't sure I believed in ancient aliens but that her theory made sense. I told her about my training. What I knew about the Skrav. The aliens that came and went during their attempted invasion. How they walked on two legs, had two human like arms but two smaller ones and other human like features if humans had evolved from cockroaches while being melted in a microwave. We shared what we knew. How they were the ones that had to be responsible for what happened now. She confirmed everything I knew and more. 

	"It's possible don't you think that the Skrav and humans were created by the same ancients? Kinda like one of those old movies or holos. The first aliens seed the galaxy and then disappear," she said.

	"It could be but what does it matter, if they disappeared they couldn't have been very powerful, sounds like we were made from weak beings, that would explain our faults wouldn't it. Maybe they acted just like us and they went to war with themselves," I replied.

	"Are you not one of the daughters of Sol? She asked.

	"No I'm not, I was tricked aboard the Erebus," I said.

	"I see, you aren't the only one. I'm not with them either but I know enough. After we woke up, the brief. What Reynolds has said, the archives. Seems they knew when and where the world was going to end. Doesn't seem fair. Us being the last," she said moving closer. I smiled. The night breeze blew against my cheek. I was still laying naked on the blanket. I realized it wasn't just conversation that the woman next to me was looking for. 

	"Let me grab my clothes," I said standing. I walked over her as she looked up at me with a smirk across her face.

	I wanted to. I did. Nothing wrong with that but I didn't have the time and the archeologist wasn't quite my type. 

	"What's your name by the way?" I asked pulling my shirt back on. I was half dressed now. 

	""Chelnov, most call me Chel, you know we could go somewhere more quiet, in the back there are still a few empty storage spaces we could get some privacy, talk more?" she said. 

	"A time like this? The rescue party should be here soon," I said avoiding the situation but not trying to put her down.

	"Follow me," she said standing up and moving towards the back of the ruined space craft. I couldn't resist and I couldn't stand to let her go to the back alone. At the very least it was nice to have someone other than Miguel whisper in my ear. 
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	It crept out of the darkness like something from a horror movie. It reminded me of something called a Kaiju. The kind of monster depicted in old classic films only it was smaller. It looked like it a cross between a Tyrannosaurs Rex and a demon from hell. I thought about the stories I had heard back when I went to school. Stories from history about ancient monsters from Greek and Roman history. The three headed dog Cerberus would have looked like a pup compared to this beast now.  

	We were all standing in the center of the drop ship now. We could see it through the gaping holes and windows in the craft. Vicious it looked like it was covered in an earlier kill. It's skin looked like it had crept out of a swamp. Covered in scales and moss and tiny veins that twisted around it like small vines hard as branches of a tree. It's teeth were thick and jagged like an alligator or crocodile with a long tongue that broke apart like a snake hanging out the side of its gaping jaw. 

	"We call it a drake," said Chel. She was standing next to me. The two of us had just shared some space together in private before hearing the beast crash against the side of our ship. The others were looking towards the captain for guidance. 

	"We did a pretty shit job picking this place but we have already identified and named about thirty some odd creatures," she said. 

	"Under the floor, we have a second weapons locker, move aside," he said holding  crow bar. He places the bar down and it pierces down into a small hole. He twists and pulls the floor up brushing it aside. He picks up several rifles handing them out like he's the god damn ice cream man. "I'll take a caramel cone," I whispered to Chel as the captain reached down and handed me an M44. It was like homecoming. I could feel the gun like an extension of my own body. I looked down the sight and adjusted it slightly. I checked the grip and the battery making sure it was in acceptable condition. These guns hadn't been used in years. 

	"Like riding a bike," Chel said. 

	"You've shot before?" I asked. It seemed there was more to her then I had been let on.

	"In an expedition once. We were venturing into an area inside one of the Skrav drop zones, we were going to excavate their ship but we had gotten word that several of them were still possible on the grounds. We went in during the early part of the day, six of us total. We got lost within the first hour and found ourselves faced against a horde of feral Skrav that had been inbreeding. Years and years of being stuck in one place, mostly in the darkness. They were like a wild pack of dogs most of them were mutated beyond recognition and starved. The whole thing was wiped from the books. Four of us made it out. Myself included. I spent the next six months in recovery because one had taken a chunk out of my leg. Terran military sent in a death squad after and they never came back so they nuked the whole site from above. A waste if you ask me but there was something in that ship, something about that ship they were protecting I guarantee it. It was alive. The hallways inside it was like the walls were breathing," she said.

	I had heard stories before but most of the Skrav ships I had been deployed into were derelict decaying shells of whatever it was they once were. 

	"I'd rather be fighting the skrav now then this drake," said the captain. 

	"No you wouldn't," said Chel.

	Everyone began to stand closer. Our backs were rubbing against one another as the drake continued to attack the ship. We could hear it tearing apart the hull. It wouldn't be long. I would give anything for the silence again. Just to travel back in time one hour to be laying by Chel, laying there looking up at the stars through the holes in the hull or outside around the base camp surrounded by the beacons of light and hope that were lit guiding the rescue party towards us. 

	"SHOTS FIRED!" captain shouted. 

	"Outside the hull," another whelped. 

	"THEY ARE HERE!" another shouted aloud.

	Over and over again we listened as the rescue party came to save us. Just when we were beginning to lose hope there was a spark again. 

	The mini-K, ripped through the hull. It wasn't alone, there was a pack of them around. They tore the roof off and snatched one of the survivors. Outside in the trees soldiers were firing with their own rifles on the beasts. We began firing upwards. One of them fell and another took the head off another passenger causing all of us to jump back away and grab cover wherever we could. Chel and I began rushing towards one of the open hatches. We banged it open forcing it adjust with both of our bodies. She began to fall but I caught her picking her up slinging my rifle around my side. She slung hers around her back and we began running. A dead horse like create was laying in the clearing. It looked like it  was carrying supplies and a harness. The humans here had already began taming the creatures. Too bad it wasn't a drake. For a moment I imagined riding one into battle against the Skrav. If we could tame these creatures it would be a miracle. They were storm. Three of them tore into the drop ship ripping it apart and picking apart the survivors. Several followed us out but out of the thirty that had made it our numbers had dropped to half. 

	The captain was the last one out of the ship to follow us into the woods. He never dropped his guard or his gun firing all the way past the clearing as we ran towards the rescue party. 

	We ran about forty yards away before stoping to catch our breath. I was certain the rescue party was near us hiding upwards in the trees. The drakes began to retreat away as another one fell to their death. 

	"They must have a high tolerance for pain, interesting," said Chel staring through the trees back the way we came. We were assessing the situation when the captain was grabbed from behind by one of the survivors. 

	"I have to do it, I have to do it, I'M SORRY, I HAVE TO DO IT FOR MY FAMILY," the survivor said. 

	We were pointing our guns at him. The captain was forced to drop his. He was holding his hands down, trying to make himself as small as possible trying to tilt his head to the side hoping that one of us would kill his captor. 

	"NO PLEASE, I DON'T WANT TO DO THIS, PLEASE!" the survivor shouted again. 

	

	I knew exactly what was happening. He was arguing, pleading with that voice in his head. Miguel was here, with us every step of the way. I could see it clearly now just below his chin, another collar, another captive. I wondered if Miguel spoke to him the same way he spoke to me. Probably not. I was serving him for myself. Protecting myself. This man's family was on the line. If he didn't do what Miguel said it wouldn't just be his life, his family was on the line and he wasn't about to let them die. After the captain Miguel would probably use him as a pawn against me. That's how we play. This new world is just more of the same shit. Thirty moves ahead. Miguel was a king, Reynolds was a king, the rest of us lesser pieces. If I wasn't a pawn I was probably a knight or a maybe even a queen. I couldn't do anything for the captain, nor could I do anything for this man and his family. I could do something to protect Chel, the others around me, even myself. It only took one shot to blast a hole through the chest of the captain and his captor. 

	"ELYSE! What did you do!" Chel screamed. The other survivors turned their guns towards me.

	"He wasn't going to let him go, he lost his mind in the crash I'm sure, if we are going to survive we can't take any chances, I was a freelancer back on Earth, I worked with the Hegemony and Terran military, I don't need to defend myself but the rest of you need to take your guns off me and start worrying about what else is out there and if anyone else loses their shit I won't hesitate," my message was meant for Migeul as much as it was meant for the rest of them and the rescue party that were hiding in the trees. 

	"Well played Elyse," Chel said smiling as the other survivors lowered their rifles. 

	"Well played," she said again. 
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	There was something wrong with the way Chel said 'well played'.  I knew I had only known her for a few hours but the way she said it had sounded forced. I began to wonder if she too had a voice in her head. Was Miguel forcing her to get close to me. Was she on his side or was she being forced. The same thought crossed my mind about everyone here. Miguel was silent still. I was waiting. Waiting to hear him speak to me as the situation grew and grew. Somehow he knew everything happening. Was that one survivor his only spy? No, he had much more going on then that. His network was deep. He was probably moving pawns around Reynolds right now. 

	

	"If you want to live you have to follow us right now," said a soldier dropping from the tree. I recognized the voice. It was old and low. The soldier's face was cast in shadow but as he moved closer his blurry features began to take shape. Cillian. Former member of Squad 13. My squad 13. My former ally, my former brother. A part of me wanted to run up towards him and throw my arms around him. It had been years since I left. Retiring into my own exile. I was pretty much cast out but no one really faulted me for it. When I lost Kal I lost everything and our entire squad would never have been the same after. Here he was like a ghost standing in front of me now. I began to back away. I was afraid. Afraid of what he might say, what he might do, whose control was he under. Miguel? Reynolds? Someone else altogether. How had two of us ended up here so far from everything. This was coincidence. There were too many players, too many games going for this to just be random. 

	"Chel, are you alright?" he asked looking towards her. Not even noticing me. 

	"Thanks, Cil, I'm fine. This pretty damsel saved me, saved us all," she said motioning towards me. 

	"I'll be damend, Elyse!" he said smiling. 

	"You two know one another? I guess even with the whole of humanity nearly driven to extinction its still a small fucking world," Chel said. 

	"Wait, the two of you?" Cillian asked motioning. 

	"Nothing to worry about," I butted in. Chel was smiling. 

	"Fuck," said Cillian laughing, "tell me about it later, we need to start moving, I already lost half my squad getting out here, we've found some shelter, an underground cave system we can take halfway home," he finished.

	"Alien world and you want to go underground?" Chel said adding a few curse words.

	"We cleared it yesterday, we have been mapping this area for awhile now," he said. 




	The three of us and the fifteen other survivors began walking towards the cave. As we did Chel gave me the rundown on how she knew Cillian. After Kal died I wasn't the only one to break away from squad 13. The entire squad disbanded with some following Reynolds while Cillian became a mercenary for hire. He was charged with adding extra security to Chel's expedition when they went to the Skrav site. During their expedition he was the one that saved her and dragged her out alive. She owed him his life and the two quickly began to admire one another. They spent a few years living together before hearing whispers of the Trinity that was being built. Soon after Cillian joined the Sons of Sol and became a security officer. A part of his job now was search and rescue. Not that he counted on any of that taking place on a hostile alien world. He had been fed some shit about how the Erebus was a seed ship and everyone on board would wake up to a new beginning on a new beautiful world called code named Eden. They were wrong. There was nothing beautiful about this world. 




	We had set up camp inside the caves. The entrance was too small for the mini-k to follow us but we set up a line of tripwires and claymores around us just in case any of the other wildlife came to investigate. Most of us were covered in blood so we began to wash up. After that Cillian and the three other soldiers that had survived long enough to rescue us began to share what rations they had managed to salvage. This was half a protein bar for me and everyone else. Cillian had caught a few smaller lizards, he called them croc cakes. He was roasting them on a small fire Chel had made. The two looked like they had done this before. Probably on their 'expeditions'. It seemed after the Skrav incident the two became inseparable with Cillian joining Chel's organization as a full time security advisor. So much had happened since I left squad 13, I could only guess as to what the others had gotten themselves into. They were once the closest thing I had to family. A horrid violent disgusting family but still family. 

	"So the two of you hook up?" Cillian asked smirking. 

	"What's it to you," I said.

	"Well Chel is my wife," he said smiling.

	"You have got to be kidding me," I laughed. I was shocked. I knew from what she had told me the two of them were close but 'wife', that was a bombshell. 

	"Four years, well eight if you count the hibernation period onboard the ship," she smiled. 

	"So let me get this straight," I said looking towards Chel.

	"Yep," she said smiling bending over in front of me and kissing Cillian. 

	"Mine," she smiled, "all the man I could ever ask for," she kissed him again. 

	"Branded," he smiled pulling up his arm and showing a crescent moon with Chel's name written under it. "That was a stupid idea," I said. "I'm one of only like a hundred humans left with art on my sleeve, a rare breed," he smiled. 

	The other survivors huddled together away from us. They were unlike the rest of us. Most of them were probably politicians or family of politicians, members of corporate families and members of the Sons of Sol that had gained passage away from the Earth and our solar system before it disappeared. 




	"You know they look up to you," Cillian said to me after everyone had gone to bed. Chel had fallen asleep with her head in his lap (so much for that relationship) and her legs across my knees. All of the others were laid up against the walls of the cave. 

	"What do you mean?" I asked.

	"Your strong, I mean hell you stripped naked in front of all of them and took a god damn nap, they see you as one of a kind, you've made an impression. Not to mention shooting the captain and that guy in the chest. We saw and heard the whole thing. You haven't changed a bit. There is still one thing I don't get. You came here because you thought it was a job, protect that guy Slen because he was afraid for his life, like he knew something bad was going to happen but he only hired you? He should have known exactly what would happen, that if anything went down you wouldn't have any time to get to him. I don't understand how the hell you are here? You should be dead," Cillian said. 

	"At the end you were given a choice, I wasn't, I don't know why I'm here but while I'm glad to be alive the death of the Earth, it could have been stopped. There are people here that knew about it, they knew the Trinity was going to be more then three seed ships and they launched just in time for the end of the world. That really pisses me off," I replied. 

	"You are right, there are elders, those in charge like Reynolds that seem to be holding secrets from the rest of us. This wasn't just an escape, this was an altogether exodus. I didn't even believe it at first. I had to look at the stars. They showed me. You could still see the remains of our solar system. You could see the dust from what was left behind. The light from the sun blowing apart. Light spreading across the galaxy. If there are others out there they are going to see it too. I don't think the Skrav are only at war with us. If they were I think they would have sent a bigger fleet. They didn't consider us much of a threat at first. I hope we have proved them wrong. That's my theory anyway. At the very least I'm with you. I wish we could make them pay for their secrets but they have saved us and there is a bigger game being played," Cillian said.

	I knew then that he knew something was going on. 

	Did he know about Miguel? 

	If he could somehow help me get his voice out of my head. 

	Everything was silent now. If anyone could save me from my fate maybe it was him.

	"Do you remember our old friends in Sect-17, I would bet they are here with us," I said pointing at the collar around my neck. 

	"I see, you really think so," he said moving closer studying the collar. 

	"I RECOGNIZE what you are saying but I DO NOT think there is anything I CAN do, if they are here, we are going to need the hands of a good group of mechanics, tinkerers, maybe an engineer back at the colony. I bet they could point us in the right direction," he said staying backwards away from me his eyes still fixed on my neck. He knew exactly what I was thinking. He knew I was a slave, a prisoner. He shut his eye. I could see a tear fall. 

	"We should get some sleep," I said. Cillian nodded his head, "agreed."  




	Every time I closed my eyes I saw my old life. The apartment I had on Earth where I spent my downtime. The small trinkets that decorated my shelves and the abstract art that hung on my walls. I could feel the warmth of cotton against my bare skin as I tossed and turned in the nights looking for an escape. I hated the world. So much of it corrupt, I felt like I was always looking for a way out. I was stronger then most, better off then most but that didn't change the feeling. There was no place in the old world for me. Now I lay tossing and turning on a bed of rocks wishing for that place, wishing for that old world, wishing I had died with the rest of them. When the sun rose we could already feel the temperature rise. Vines from outside began to creep inside the cave. "Beware of the purple ones, they are covered in poisonous thorns, we have a two hour hike to the centipede, after that it should be a seven hour drive back to the colony," Cillian said. 

	"What the hell is a centipede?" Chel asked.

	"Twenty wheels, ten on each side, all terrain..." he paused, "an almost all terrain vehicle, it couldn't make it through the jungles but this area is considered hazardous anyway, the plants here are death, the wildlife is exotic and violent, hell most of this planet is nothing but apex predators cannibalizing one another, it's like we are trying to colonize a nightmare world" Cillian finished. 

	That was it then. We spent the next several hours on foot hiking through the jungle before finally reaching the end. We lost another three people. Some were starting to get sick. Cillian checked them out. Something had gone wrong while they were inside stasis. They weren't getting all the antibiotics and conditioning their bodies needed. They woke up fine but their immune systems were weak. He made note of it and recorded the information he gathered digitally inside a PDA on his wrist. Soon after we went through another environmental shift. The jungle cleared way for a colder lifeless world. A clearing of dust and rock. 

	"We cleared most of this area ourselves, this world can't make up its mind whether its this or that, keeps it fresh though, reminds me of the four corners back on Earth. Different state or what use to be states each direction you looked each filled with their own landmarks and torture," Cillian said. 

	When we finally saw the centipede we saw a mini-k surrounding it. 




	"Shit, this is suppose to be outside their territory," he said. 

	"Looks like its curious, maybe we can drive it away?" suggested Chel. 

	"Not likely, these things don't back down very easy, we've only got about a third of our ammo left and last time it took about half to take down the few we saw at the crash site," he said. 

	"Leave it to me," I said smirking. 

	"You aren't the type to play hero? What do you have planned?" he asked.

	"Just get everyone to the centipede as quick as you can and wait for me," I smiled. 
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	One thing I was good at - taking down prey bigger then myself. 

	I remember once long ago when I was on leave I took a trip back to Mars. It had been years since I had been to my homeworld and already it had changed so much. The domed cities were starting to look ancient as the terraforming process outside had been a success. Many of the domes were ruins, havens for bandits and thugs. I volunteered to help a local charity. A zoo. Less a zoo and more a genetic research company. They had been forced to abandoned a research facility inside one of the old domes. They had asked the government for help but of course there was nothing in it for them so they declined deciding to put their resources elsewhere. Jobs like this were for bounty hunters, mercenaries, freelancers like myself. I guess you could say this was my first freelance job. 

	It was midday. I and several other freelancers entered the dome from an underground shelter we had to drill through to get inside. An easy task but loud. We were already at our ready when we came into the sunlight of the city above. It was forgotten. Vines were growing up the sides of the domes side while trees had already began to break through the roads and hang out the windows of buildings. Accelerated growth. You could grown a twenty foot tree in less than two years if you altered it enough. 

	Inside the dome we were ambushed not by the bandits and thugs we had been hired to kill but by animals. Mutilated saber tooth tigers, crocodiles the size of elephants and what I swear looked like a combination of a bear and a wolf the size of a two story building. Each of them wore a slave collar like the one I wore now, each with a different charge enough to keep the animals docile when around their human conditioners. We lost half our company before we even made our way to the bandits headquarters. We found a group of space pirates. A small ship with a cargo hull attached and several dozen animals already caged. The ones we killed had been released to patrol the area. Trained by the shock of their collars to never near the ship or the pirates. With the animals inside their cages the pirates were easy pray. All except one. A former Terran soldier named Kile. Kile went rogue after losing his wife while away on a mission. She had been in the wrong place wrong time. When he tried to get passage back to Earth he wasn't aloud. "Too much at stake," his commanding officer had told him before deploying him as a bodyguard for an envoy on Mars. He didn't get to bury her and that was when he went rogue. His envoy was attacked by a group of space pirates en route so he made a deal. In exchange for his services they would let him join their crew and take him to Earth. They agreed and from I heard after they even honored their arrangement making him a full time member and taking him to Earth whenever they had the resources. Always visiting his wives grave. It was a sad sob story. The kind you wouldn't want to live. All things have a price though. Kile paid his with a bullet to the back of the head. A shot from above by myself as I took a sniping position perched above their own ship. With his death the cages opened. The animals began tearing the place apart. Their collars were going off and on. We could have stood back and watched as they screamed in pain but we didn't. One after another we lured them into traps taking them out ending their suffering. In the end the zoo didn't pay us. We were suppose to save the animals not kill them. Each and every one of them had been worth a small fortune in genetic material dead or alive but alive they could have been studied and put on display. I wasn't too upset. Ending their suffering then was the least I could have done.  




	I found a hole to dig into. Cillian had given me his rifle. Practically made me beg for it but it wasn't going to do him any good. A high powered M44. It was in better shape then the ones we had dug up inside the dropship. Clean with a lot more kinetic energy built up inside. 




	When I was little I use to whistle all the time. Eventually I got so good at it I could whistle just about any song I heard. I use to play games on the battlefield whistling my favorite classic songs. Confused the hell out a few but most importantly it was loud enough that I could catch the attention of anyone and anything around me when I wanted.  The wildlife of this world was no different. The rules were the same. I lured it away from the centipede with the air between my lips. When it was nearly over me I fired. I held down the trigger until my rifle was ready to overload. I could feel the heat brush against me in the cold air warming my face and my neck. The drake was down. It didn't stand a chance. Not alone. Not away from it's home. I wonder if that's what it's going to be like for us out here now. We have to be cautious. We can't investigate the strange sounds we hear for fear of death. We have to hide in the shadows. We have to ignore the sounds of music, of nature, of life. We have to be predators or else the world, this new world we live inside will eat us alive. 




	It took me two and a half minutes to reach the centipede. The engine was already starting to roar. I could smell the exhaust in the air, the dripping of some exo fuel as I came close to the door. It opened and in front of me stood Cillian holding another M44 rifle. I already had mine slung over my side in a wolf sling. I reached for it but he took a shot behind me. The blast blew past my ear and everything began to ring aloud. Chel was screaming standing behind him. The words I couldn't make out but I could see the anger flush in her face. I stood there in shock. I thought we were on the same side. Betrayed I let him move closer and undo the clip at my waist and take the rifle away. Slowly the noise around me came back. 

	"Miguel's been whispering in your ear?" he said as if asking me a very personal question. 

	"You know the answer," I said quietly trying to motion towards my collar.

	"I know the answer," he said lowering the rifle and handing me a pair of handcuffs. 

	Slowly I put them on. With both my hands down I make my way inside the centipede. The inside is small much like an elongated tank with gears and holos spread out across the walls. I couldn't imagine one person being able to memorize all the different gauges and gadgets that surrounded me. There was no window to the outside only a small monitor that acted like a radar. It looked analog. Cillian sat me down next to Chel who was crying. 

	"We spoke to Reynolds, Sect-17 is inside the colony. Several attacks have already occurred with one cell above on the Erebus and another here on the ground. The other two ships, the Aelita and the Tritan and have reported nothing. It seems our communications have been either suspended somehow or damaged, Reynolds has ordered me to bring you in for questioning, I'm sorry," Cillian said staring forward towards the small radar screen. He said it in a whisper. He knew I was a slave, a puppet being played. He had enough time now to figure out my objective and why I was here on the planet and not either still on the Erebus or asleep in stasis. Cillian clutched the body of his rifle in his hand keeping his fingers close to the trigger. I knew he wasn't going to shot me, not if he didn't have to and probably not even if Reynolds ordered him too but as long as I was breathing I was a threat. My body, my mind, even without anything near I was a living weapon. Cillian knew that I would do whatever it takes to survive. 

	

	"Don't let them take you, I'll kill you now if I have to," the voice whispered. 
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	Why do I tell you stories about my past? Small stories about insignificant characters like Kile or insignificant events? Even this story, my own, this slow burn unfolding into an inferno around me. Insignificant. Just as far away from you as the moon. Why does it matter? It does. All of it matters. Every story. Every moment. Every breath. Every fucking thing you feel.  My story is only one of hundreds of thousands, millions that get told day after day in small pieces. Stories spelled out in short sentences. 'She was a girl that set fire to the new world, or she was the girl that killed so and so, she was the lover, the fighter, the brave, the hero, the villain. She was a martyr, she was a sacrifice, she was the best damn thing that ever happened to me, she was a whore,' what is to one person and what is to another, all the little stories, the little words that people use to sum up entire individuals entire cultures, entire religions, entire species. Stories we as human beings have fought and died for to honor, to protect, to erase. Stories of one person pieced together tell a biography but if you take a hundred stories no matter how small and tie them together you get a web, an anthology, a universe. This is how we create worlds. This is how we create understanding. 

	Kile was a pirate, a bad man who was doing something for selfish reasons but before that he was a hero with a wife whom he loved. He was fighting for a world he believed in for people he vowed to protect. Kile was a hero that died in a dump. A job I didn't even get paid for. Even after his death. After he was gone buried in the red sands of Mars with no grave there was no one left to leave roses at his wives tombstone on Earth. Did that mean he didn't matter? Was he always so meaningless. Even now that the entire world is lost. Billions of stories erased. Do we no longer matter? If we want to preserve what makes us human then yes it does. All of it. Every little piece the good and the bad. The human species should have fought back against the Skrav but we were afraid and for that we have lost our greatest gift. We have only to fight and survive for the future, for a better world. 

	The only difference between his story  and mine were that I began mine by telling you I'm an sociopath, I've accepted I'm a piece of shit that doesn't deserve to live. If I die here then nothing is lost. I've seen things, done things, all so that I might breath just a little bit longer. Cillian and Chel, the two of them have a future. Together the two of them are a part of the solution, saviors and all they have to do is breed. Thirty seconds is all I would need to end their story. If I survive and they don't the world will grow colder but how can I put a value on life. Theirs or my own.  Why should their lives matter more then mine. I'v spent most of my life being selfish. Why stop now. No. I can't. Their story has to continue. Chel, Cillian, they are more then just flesh. They are the same as I am and they share a bond. Chel even shared that with me for a moment and Cillian, he's never been a bad person. Even when things got bad he always took the high ground. There has to be a way to do this without killing them. 




	"I'm escaping," I said. 

	"Elyse, please don't, we have orders," Cillian said.

	"I'm escaping and there is nothing you can do about it because in thirty seconds I'm breaking free of these chains as you turn your back, drop your gun and the two of you fall to the ground. The door beside me is going to open and I'm going to jump out. I'll survive and the two of you are going to report to Reynolds that I'm dead," I said it all clear as day. I was already free of my cuffs. All I had to do was wait to see if Cillian understood there was no other way. 

	The door beside me opens. 

	My cuffs fall to the ground just as Cillian grabs Chel and the two stumble forward. 

	He lets go of his rifle and it slides towards me. 

	A voice whispers, "kill them now or I kill you," in my ear as I pick up the rifle and prepare myself to jump out of the centipede which is moving at around 40 MPH. 

	"Not this time," I whisper.

	I jump and roll. It hurts like hell. The rifle falls from my hand undamaged and nearby. The centipede continues on ahead. By the time I'm on my feet it's far enough away I can barely make it out. I'm alone again but this time we are all alive. 
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	"For a freelancer you sure are making a lot of life saving decisions? Didn't think you cared so much for the world but I guess now that there are so few of us your feelings have changed, maybe I should make an example of you, kill you now and forget our deal, forget about you and leave the heavy hitting to my men," Miguel said. 

	"If you could do that you would have killed me as I jumped, you need me, you need me to do what you can't," I said.  

	"Well played, you've gotten very good at this game, I'll contact you again when you reach the colony. Relay-13 will be your point of entry. I have men there that will help you get inside, lead you right to Reynolds after your cleaned up. You have 24 hours. Word is that something is coming, possibly a Skrav recon vessel sited at the edge of the system but no one is for sure, either way they may be abandoning this futile effort and if they do getting back to the Erebus is going to cause some problems if we don't make our move fast," he said with distress in his voice. As unsure as he was with his words I knew even his bid for power could be culled. Fear. The one thing we all had in common. The reason we were running in the first place. The Skrav were on their way. 




	It took me seven hours to reach the Relay. Staving. Dehydrated. I thought I was looking at a mirage. The colony walls were massive. Thirty feet high build from the ground up by autons that monitored different areas around the clock. It was a fortress. The colony itself was designed in a circle with Reynolds and dropships in the center. Outside the center ring cargo containers were broken down into research labs, markets, shelters. Outside that the land was going to be used for farming. Terraformed with greenhouse labs to grow food and raise what little livestock we had still onboard. Clones and creatures grown to save us all from starving to death. Everything and everything a small colony needed to prosper. Once the first colony was established it would build outwards with several colonies set up several miles apart. If not for the Skrav we could actually call this home. Maybe Miguel was wrong. Maybe the ship that was detected was something else. Too many maybes and not enough food and water. I was ready to collapse. So far lady luck had been on my side so maybe Miguel's men would at least give me a good last meal. I imagined real steak and potatoes, noodles, sushi, and a side dish of custard. I could eat myself to death. That wouldn't be a bad way to go out. Better then my collar going off or a bullet to the back of my skull. I would die free with a stomach full. Not to mention the mess they would have to clean up after. Hell of a way to get revenge. 

	Relay-19 was just outside the wall. A small bunker with a massive antennae on top of it. It was one of twenty two built inside and outside the colony for communication between the ground and the Trinity. Surrounding the Relay was a trench. I could hear rifle fire from where I was. Just on the other side a dropship with several of the Erebus security forces were dropping down. Miguel's men were under attack. I moved lower to the ground. If Reynold's men wiped out Miguel's here then I would be lost, stuck outside the walls forever. My instincts took over. I prayed that neither Cillian or Chel were among them as I fired. I knew I was fighting for the wrong side but I had come too far to quit now.  A rocket launched from the top of the bunker. The dropship twisted and spiraled into the ground in a large explosion. They probably heard that on the other side of the colony. My ears were ringing. I could smell the burning flesh in the air. As the smoke cleared Miguel's men approached me with their rifles drawn. 

	"Elyse? We've been expecting you, what you say we grab you something to eat," said an older tall man with a long grey beard. He had cybernetic implants on the right side of his forehead and long grey hair tied back with a blue bandana. They lowered their rifles and led me inside, "by the way I almost forgot welcome to Athens," he smiled. 
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	Athens, the name of our new colony. Named for one of the most powerful civilizations in the ancient world. The older man was named Abraham and as far as terrorists went he wasn't that bad. He gave me new clothes, food. He never once tried to take my rifle away. He treated me like I was an equal though I knew he was hiding his true face. Like Miguel this man was once an insurrectionist, a part of Section 17. 

	"As you know we've begun our attack, both here on the ground and on the ships. We're winning Elyse but we still haven't been able to get to Reynolds. Miguel here says that the two of you were very close once long ago and that you are the key to our salvation. The key to saving our people, saving humanity from the Suns heresy," Abraham said. 

	"Heresy? Saving the people? You know Miguel is a terrorist right, when I WAS close to Reynolds I put people like him in the ground, monsters that use any means necessary to hurt innocent lives and bring down civilization," I said.

	"What civilization? Seventeen was and has been trying to prevent the exodus for years, centuries, we grew out of a splinter group of the Suns of Sol, the shadow society that had been creating ships and planning this run for years, Reynolds and the rest are a stain, they want to change the human race, augment them and live forever and they don't care how it happens, just look at what they let happen, billions dead because of them, because of the world you once swore to serve," he said stressing about every other word. He wasn't angry but he spoke to me as if I was a child in need of some discipline. 

	"And you think by killing Reynolds you'll save humanity, you think this," pointing towards the collar, "is humane? That forcing others to die for your cause, for all the innocent blood you've spilled that justifies the end," I finished. I was practically screaming. Others were staring at me. 

	"I'm sorry for what you have had to go through, all of us, all of us are soiled. All of us are rotten, all of us are sworn for torment in hell but we give our lives so that the rest of humanity, what is left of us does not wither, does not have to repeat the same mistakes we have made," he said calmly, "if I could trust you, if you came to our side I would remove the collar, I would even let you kill me should you manage to make right of this world by our side but trust is earned not granted," he finished. 

	"That goes both ways," I said. 

	"Very well, follow me, I will show you," he said standing up and motioning for me to do the same. I held my rifle closer to my hip. If this was a trap I wasn't going to die without a fight. I didn't trust Abraham and I didn't care if he trusted me. Not a second did I believe that he would remove my collar. 

	In front of me stood a small EMP and a cutting tool capable of ripping the collar off in just a few seconds. The EMP would give me more time then needed to be free.	




	"With this I could make you whole again but only if you came to our side, you are our savior, it is your destiny to be here, follow me," Abraham said continuing to lead me away from the EMP and into another room inside the Relay. 

	The walls were aligned with holos and digital scripts, weapons from world war one and two, weapons from the resource wars, Skrav artifacts, images from the first invasion, blueprints of all the Earth ships including prototypes for the the Trinity and a 4th, 5th, and 6th, fleets. When the images stopped the room lit with a blue hue and there in front of me was a sword. A Skrav sword. Used during the first invasion to kill a Skrav called Scar. Abraham picked up the sword and handed it to me. It was light. It felt like it formed to my hand as I looked it over. "I want you to use this, we have a prisoner, the dropship that attacked us when you arrived was not the first, this man, he is one of Reynold's elite," said Abraham leading me and the sword together towards a prison cell. "Miguel says you may know this man and that if you end him we will free you, whether you join us or not, we will free you and gift you this sword. After that you will have to make a choice, the Skrav are coming for this world and you will have to decide who's side you are on but it will be your choice just as I and the others here, unlike Miguel, believe it should have always been," he finished leading me inside a dark room and closing the door behind me. I had the Skrav sword, my rifle, two weapons to choose from as the room began to glow red. The prisoner before me was tied to a chair, their body had been beat, their head covered in a damp cloth still wet from water boarding. I removed the cloth and saw... 

	

	...the key to my salvation. 
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	Earth, jungles in Menoa. A bullet flies past me inside the ruins of some bunker left unused since the resource war. I'm holding a sniper rifle just above the window. I look at the wall. The impact the size of my fist and I begin to laugh. Mizuki and Kal are laughing alongside me as I duck down. Another bullet flies inside hitting just above the first impact. My ears are ringing but I speak calmly,"Adjust accordingly." Mizuki sticks his rifle out of small hole on the floor he had been drilling out and fires. The target falls. I rise above the window. I'm still laughing, "Boogie down," I smile. 

	"One more demon sent back to hell," he says taking a knife and cutting his arm. His arms are covered in scars to the point his skin looks like it's been burned. One cut for every kill. He has three fresh cuts from this day alone. 




	Shear, Relay-13 in Athens Colony. Mizuki sits before me strapped to a chair. His arms, shoulders and chest are burned and bleeding. I can still smell the heat in the air as he stares up at me with tears falling in his eyes. Mizuki, the key to my salvation and all I have to do is set him free. One more demon sent back to hell. He tries to whisper something but I can't make it out. I can do this. I keep saying it over and over again to myself. I untie him. I'm not going to let him die in chains. I can do this. I say it again.  I raised the Skrav sword into the air. I couldn't do it. 

	

	"They are liars, all of them, Reynolds, Miguel, Abraham. Don't let them fool you," Mizuki said no longer whispering the words. 




	"Have I ever lied to you?" said Miguel's voice in my ear. 

	"You didn't kill me when you said you would," I said putting the sword down. 

	There was silence. Then gunfire. 

	Mizuki grabbed the rifle unhitching the sling around me and started firing at the door. It falls open. Abraham is standing there with a gun in his hand dead against the back wall of the relay. Two others are dead beside him. I lift Mizuki up and begin carrying him out. We make our way back to the mess area and I grab the EMP and cutting tool on the way. When we both collapse on on the benches near the table I use a piece of my shirt to wrap up his wound. "They are all going to be coming for us, use that now," he says. I turn the EMP on and nothing happens. "It's a fake," I shriek expecting my head to blow apart then and there. 




	"Didn't think it would be that easy?" Miguel's voice, "glad the two of you could rid me of that too good Abraham though, what a waste, if he didn't have so many followers I would have done him in a long time ago, to truly believe all of this was to save humanity, to keep us pure and save the future. Section 17 is about rebuilding, together we are going to re-create the human race as something even the Skrav will fear," he finishes almost laughing before growing silent. We here something moving down the hall from us. 

	"It's a scourge, a human weapon, they set it free, god dammit they set it free," Mizuki says. The creature that comes after us as I lift Mizuki up and begin carrying him through the tunnels that lead into Athens looks like a human without skin, with wires instead of veins, covered in red flesh and metal parts protruding from the top of it's wrists and bones like spikes from various places across it's body. 

	I fire at it. The bullets rip through peeling it back like an onion only to reveal bones that look like pieces of a cockroach. 

	"It's a prototype, a new weapon, a mutant human infected with Skrav tissue. A hybrid, a variant. They were experimenting with them on Earth. Bio-weapons created by Section 17. They continued to experiment with them on the Aelita. Miguel's forces shouldn't have access to them but their threads run deeper then even I thought. I'd been investigating them and Reynolds for awhile now. They have control of seven of the relays and have been blocking communication, they also have control of several turrets around the colony so its not like Reynolds or anyone can escape. We're tearing ourselves apart from within," Mizuki was rambling now going on and on about Miguel and Section 17, Reynolds, the corruption inside the Erebus, the Aelita, the Tritan. Talking about how we left several fleets behind that were trying to catch up to us. How humanity was endangered because we couldn't keep ourselves together. Even on the verge of extinction we still continue to find new ways to kill each other. 

	We made our way into the Alpha corridor, we were heading towards an executive shaft when one of Miguel's men came around the corner. He was about to fire on us but then his head exploded. Behind him was another. Before I even got a shot the same thing happened. They were wearing collars. Miguel was watching every move still keeping me alive even after I tried to betray him. I was still his pet. We reached a large silver door that looked like a bank vault. It was all that stood between us and the colony. I tried to open it and I heard a female voice in a robotic tone say 'entry denied'. I tried again pressing my finger on it to scan hoping somehow I would magically be granted access. Three times and nothing. I tried once more before it finally opened. We could hear the scourge on the other side scraping its bone agains the door like nails on a chalkboard. "Sorry doll, that one took some time on my end," Miguel's voice, "I didn't mean to keep you waiting. Now listen to me, you really should let go of this fine fellow your holding up, he's slowing you down and wasting our valuable time. There are tunnels underground that will take you straight to the center. You may run into a few autos but ignore them they won't mess with you anyway. When you reach service tunnel 2-13 you'll be near enough the center of the city to come above ground," he finished. 

	"You let that thing loose and now I'm suppose to trust you? Let you lead me into another fucking suicide mission," I screamed. Mizuki stared at me funny. 

	"I didn't let the scourge loose. That was Abraham. It was a pet of his. When he died he fell back against a switch. Probably didn't see it with all the blood and chaos. He thought somehow going public with the creature would make others join our cause, I disagreed seeing the scourge as what it is, a weapon against the Skrav. Not even human, not enough to matter anyway, just another weapon for war. You have to see where this is going, if we don't recreate ourselves we won't survive, the Skrav have already entered our system. It's only a matter of time now before Shear fall and we leave on our great exodus again," Miguel was ranting. He was trying harder and harder to sway me to his side. Like I could trust someone that has said and done this to me. 

	I continued to carry Mizuki all the way to 2-13. I carried the rifle in one arm while I focused on carrying his weight with the other. Together the two of us worked together to make our way through the dark tunnels lit only by small lights planted by the autons for future humans. We were still being chased. The scourge had managed to break through the door. It was stronger then we gave it credit for. We could hear it tearing apart the autons we passed on our way. The sound of metal on bone, the cries of the beast in agony. Mizuki and I were standing near the ladder that led to the surface when I began firing back. The creature dropped but began to regenerate quickly. It was healing itself. Twisting its body and mass as it did. Every injury created a new kind of mutation. 

	Mizuki took the rifle and sword from me. With the sword he slit his left wrist in two places. "Two more to send to hell," he said handing the blade back to me. He was already firing at the scourge. Slowly I began climbing the ladder to the surface. 
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The Battle of Coalucha 




	My first job as a freelancer. I had been free of Squad 13 and Reynolds control for three months and already I was growing bored. I had enough money to set myself up with a fairly nice place in the a bigger city on the coast off of what use to be Maine. I still had a couple of friends inside the Hegemony and they were already sending me leads I could look into. Finally after much deliberation I took one.  Most freelance jobs were security or black ops. Some of the smaller jobs were case files passed along by the military or police chapters. The job I took was a small job investigating some stranger things happening in a small town in Dakota. Miles from the town of Coaclucha where a Skrav freighter had gone down. It wasn't your typical Skrav ship as most were destroyers, small fighters, and transports. This particular ship was unarmed with a small crew found dead inside. Parts of it were highly radiated so it had been left quarantined for a time. There had been fifteen missions inside with very little found. The Skrav ship was the same as the others. Partly organic, alien, filled with the dead. 

	Since my time with Squad 13 I had developed a fascination with the Skrav. Almost an obsession. What were they? Why were they? All the usual existential questions and then some. Just the fact that we were no longer alone in the universe that our first encounter with alien life had been so violent. Why? Why did we attack? Why did they attack? There was so much mystery surrounding them even though we had their bodies, their technology.  This particular case had involved several disappearances. People were investigating the ship on their own never to be seen again. The police put up signs but the ship was half buried and half a mile wide with forests in either direction. It was near impossible to keep anyone that really wanted in out and it wasn't worth the resources. The case was left to freelancers like myself to investigate. If we discovered the cause of the disappearances we would be paid a nice sum in full, if we found nothing we would be given nothing. That was how most of these jobs worked. 

	I hired a tour guide. One of the locals. A superstitious man named Mayhew that had gone inside the Skrav ship several times before swearing never to venture in again when he said he saw a ghost. He believed that the area around the Skrav ship was haunted by the dead aliens. That their ghosts couldn't cross to the other side this far from their home world and that they were damned to try and carry out their mission for eternity.  I stayed the night at Mayhew's home before interviewing several locals and hot spots. The city of Coalucha was growing. It wasn't a big city but it wasn't small by any means. It was new. Established by the Hegemony. They had several skyscrapers and a space port. They were even building a space elevator near the port. One day the goods transported here would be supplied into orbit for starships too big and broad, starships that would explore beyond our solar system. Already several new fleets were being built near stations at the Lagrange points of Earth. After a good nights rest Mayhew and I went out early in the morning and he led me to the ship and one of the openings in which I could venture by myself inside. 

	I took a small rifle, battery operated with an bullets. Not the kind of thing I was used to but if there were any Skrav or wildlife living inside I would be ready. I had a flashlight attached to the gun and one around my waist. Another spare in my pack along with a days worth of food, water, and rope. I also had a radiation gauge clipped to my belt. I was wearing a white shirt, vest, and cargo pants. To be honest I felt more like an archeologist then a freelancer. I wasn't planning to spend more then a few hours at a time in the crashed ship but I was preparing myself for anything. I had gone inside Skrav ships before with Squad 13. Some of the off world ships were used by smugglers or hotbeds for terrorists. Skrav ships were still almost entirely in tact in orbit around Deimos and were nests for all kinds of insurrectionist activity. Skrav tech could sell for a million on the black market, the only channel you could buy or sell in since it was illegal everywhere else. Even the smallest bit of alien tech was considered property of the Hegemony. Not that they needed it. After the first invasion there were hundreds of Skrav vessels to pick from and the ones with the least amount of damage were taken to secret bases across the system. We owe more then half our modern world to the scientists that have reverse engineered their technologies and from what I had been told we were barely scratching the surface. 

	Three hours in and I'm lost. Somewhere deep in the heart of the skrav ship I feel like I'm wandering through a maze. I was marking my way with red tape but now there was nothing. Like something had hid behind me tearing the pieces away. I had a small map, a print drawn by scavengers that claimed to have been through the entire Skrav ship but now it felt more like a fake. Something a gift shop would sell never guessing anyone would ever venture inside. The deeper I went the colder it grew. I was freezing by the time I came upon a heat source. A small ventilation shaft still covered in some kind of weird ooze. I crawled through it and found myself more then a thousand feet below the surface. I was no longer inside the Skrav ship. I was in some kind of cave. I could feel the air was thinner but I was still able to breath fine. The radiation was a little worst but not lethal levels. Not like I was worried about going sterile. I continued my way hoping to find some kind of cave opening when I came across a waterfall.

	High in magnesium I tested the waters for radiation. I didn't dare drink any of it. I felt very proud of myself for having brought along plenty of supplies. Mayhew knew if I didn't return in twenty four hours that he was to alert the authorities. They probably wouldn't do much but maybe they would at least send a rescue dog in after me. Given all the superstitious bullshit surrounding this place I knew I was on my own. I climbed upward beside the falls. It wasn't ideal but better to move forward I thought. The water was flowing from an old sewer. Finally I had an escape route. 

	

	After the first invasion the Skrav that survived infested caves, forests, jungles, and sewers. Hiding themselves from humans, using what guerrilla tactics they could to survive. They were lost on an alien world hunted down until there were none left. It seemed that information was wrong. We knew there were a few cells even back in Squad 13. Occasionally teams were put together to deal with them when they became a problem but none of them were a threat. In the sewers below Coalucha there was an infestation. As I wandered the sewers I found several dead Skrav husks. They were barely decomposed. Lost in the maze probably moving equipment from their ship. In another tunnel I found what looked like a laboratory. Human and Skrav equipment rigged to several generators. Equipment looted from hospitals. I also found the missing bodies. Several husks of human flesh ripped apart. Bodies skinned. Faces barely visible BUT still recognizable as human strapped to tables. Some of them looked like they had been dissected. Others were missing skin, eyes, teeth. Bits and pieces chopped up here and there scattered across the floor. The smell was worst then anything. I gaged several times before putting on a small mask I had in my pack. I took out a camera I had taken with me. I took photos. I had everything I needed. Mystery solved. 

	The Skrav were still alive and well kidnapping humans and mutilating them. Experimenting on their bodies. I guess it was only natural. We were doing the same thing to the dead Skrav. Curious animals being animals.  Inside the Skrav lab there was something else. Something strange I had never seen in any of the information available I had. It looked like a red flower but made of some kind of exotic metal. Several wires ran out of it to several bodies laid against the back of the cave. The bodies were breathing. I wasn't alone. At first I thought maybe they were survivors. People that had been recently captured but the closer I came the more abstract they began to look. Their flesh was sewn. They were wearing layers of clothing but two of them were shirtless wearing only black sweatshirts. They were human but around their stomach were two Skrav arms. 

	Skrav had been mutilating themselves to blend in.  Their faces mistaken for hideously scared. Right now they were sleeping. I continued down the corridor counting ten pods total. Each tied to the red flower. Then I turned the corner. Another red flower, another ten pods. Then another. Soon I was running. The Skrav in the pods were less and less human. It was a stasis chamber. The red flower was some kind of life support system. The freighter had been a seed ship. That was the difference the reason it was unlike any other. The Skrav were ready to colonize our world should they have won, had we not been ready. Now they were desperately trying to adapt. 

	I see something move in the dark. I hold my rifle against my shoulder ready to fire. Chances are if this IS a stasis chamber then they won't wake up. If I'm wrong then I'm screwed. I take the chance. I hear the creature shriek. I moves towards me. It looks like an old man, a burn victim with half his face hanging off with a hunchback and tumors across his bowel. I can see the Skrav arms on his / its stomach as it crawls across the ground. It's screaming moving it's mouth like a man as if it is trying to say something. 

	Almost like it's asking for help. 

	I fire my rifle again before it can. Fuck if I'm going to be the first person in history to actually talk to one of these things. 




	I was in the dark for seventeen hours before I made my way to the surface. Stopping only to eat and replenish my energy. I had taken three adreno shots while in wonderland just to keep myself from passing out because of exhaustion. When I crawled out of the rabbit hole I was covered in dirt, blood, and bruises. I made my way back to the road where a stranger picked me up and took me to the closest E.R. Soon after I was hooked to an I.V. And I made the call. I let Reynold's know everything I had seen and I uploaded the pictures to the Hegemony and my client. Several million moved into my account and the next week Coalucha was wiped off the map. The entire city was nuked from orbit. 'The only way to be sure'. News reports said it was something with the space elevator gone wrong but I knew better. Several million innocent lives lost because of fear. 




	____________________




	I reached the surface of Shear, Athens colony. I was just a few blocks away from Reynolds dropship. I could see a part of it sticking up in the air above the cargo containers and cells that were being used as barracks and shelters for soldiers and colonists. Half a mile way I could see smoke rising from one of the relays. Dropships hovered in the air. Fire lined the skies above us. It was a war zone. I felt like I was back on the front line or in some kind of deranged simulation. A group of men, women, and children were standing near one of the cargo containers. They were civilians, neither Reynold's nor Miguel's. They were refugees from Sol that had gotten caught in this conflict of power. They motioned for me to come towards them. They were offering me safety from the fire all around. I declined screaming at them to take cover, screaming this will all be over soon. It had to be.

	"I'm here, now how do I get to Reynold's?" I said aloud. 

	"I knew you wouldn't let me down, I'll provide the distraction you flank around the side, sneak onto his ship and get the bastard," Miguel replied.  
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    Fear keeps us safe. It holds us close in its arms. Fear is safety. Fear is keeping your guard up, your fist ready, your gun was drawn. Fear is the reason we are here. The reason we have survived so long as a species. We fear something and we run, we adapt, we wait until we have the advantage until we are out of fears to grasp so that we can strike. All my life I have lived with fear on my side. Fear has been my oldest and best friend. Because of fear I have survived. I'm on the wrong side. Fighting for someone I hate because of fear. The fear of death.

    "If I kill Reynolds what guarantee do I have you will let me go?" 

    "Does it really matter at this point? You have no guarantee. I can't give you any kind of guarantee even if I wanted, you have a bomb around your neck. My hand on the trigger. I have kept you alive this long so that you can kill that man, the lesser of our two evils. Are you really that afraid to die? If it's any guarantee to you I don't give a damn what you do after you kill him as long as he is dead I won't concern myself with you anymore. Pinky swear," Miguel says annoyed. He's right. Even if he wasn't lying I have no way of knowing the truth. 

    "I will tell you this after Reynold's is removed. After humanity is recreated we will all be equal, we will be a republic, go inside the next cargo hold you come across and find a terminal I want to show you something, something secret," he says. 

    I move towards one of the cargo containers and go inside. It has been abandoned since the attacks began. I move towards the terminal just as Miguel told me. The screen flashes before my eyes. Much of it I don't understand about time travel, lethe, nexus, but then there are a few key pieces I begin to pick up - - - 




    Species: Arr7

    Home-World: unknown

    Description: A race of machines with possibly bio-organic parts created a servant for the Lethe. Possible allies if we can make it to their sector of space. Are known enemies of the Skrav. 




    Species: Bespathi

    Home-World: Gorgana

    Description: A race of deeply religious ruminants with horns on their heads. Their home-world is rich in mineral wealth, making it a target for prospectors from many different species. Nearly mined to death by the Skrav. 




    Species: Grenusheerans

    Home-World: Oculi Prime

    Description: A race of space-dwelling life-forms. They are obsessed with a sport called Machub, which takes place in an enormous multi-dimensional maze. They use advanced teleportation technology to explore the galaxy. Not interested in Skrav or human affairs. 




    Species: Chuleerathi

    Home-World: Grazoare IX

    Description: A race of brachiators with extraordinary physical strength. They are currently receiving early television broadcasts from Earth, and they love to watch old American sitcoms. Many of them consider humans to be gods, and the Fonz is worshipped as a  deity of fortune. Not a threat. 




    Species: Bloobons

    Home-World: Vulx IV

    Description: A race of humanoid aliens with two hearts. They wear face-paint and have no vocal chords. Primitive. Possible allies. 




    Species: Chentgane

    Home-World: Tulal 3

Description: A race of hermaphroditic reptiles with horns on their noses and nostrils in their chins. 




    Species: V'Zacrux

    Home-World: Ksaseon 3

Description: A race of manipulative marsupials who consider arguing to be a sport and can build biological machines. Possibly once allies of the Skrav. They are currently endangered. 




    Species: Araimgane

    Home-World: Di'hdania 

    Description: A metallic race who can see magnetic fields. They once ruled a vast interstellar empire but were defeated by an alliance of other races known as the Aggregate (possible allies?) 




    The screen flashes with several more texts written in the Skrav language with bits and pieces translated into English. Most of what I'm looking at is information extracted from the Skrav databases while others are human projects. Several genetic programs appear showing humans grafted with animal parts, variants, hybrids, evolutions. Different levels showing humans becoming more and more alien. A video of a man breathing underwater. Another of a man screaming in pain with multiple limbs across his body. Another with cat eyes. The list goes on and on. Human experimentation. Mad science gone wrong. Humans with the features of wolves, cats, bears, even birds. 




    "Enough," I scream. 

    "We are not alone Elyse, Reynolds, the other elders have been hiding this and more from us. There are other lifeforms out there each stronger and more resilient then we are and we need to be ready to befriend or fight them all, the Skrav are hunting us because we are human but what if we were something more, what better then to manipulate our own DNA and adapt what we want when we want from all the world around us," said Miguel.

    "You're talking about transgenics, you are insane," I answered. 

    "I'm talking about making us more than we already are. We've been doing it for centuries. Mice with human ears, pigs with human hearts, this is the next step. The revolution has already begun," he paused, "my men are moving in on the base, kill Reynolds so we can get off this damned world," Miguel's tone was cold.  
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	Define human. A bi-pedal species from Earth that looked up at the stars one day and began questioning everything. From that moment it became a part of their nature to control and learn about everything around them. They fought wars, creating fiction, created new realities in which to make sense of the world. From their instincts and pack mentality, they grouped together to survive and cultivate. 	They spread forming one civilization after another and failing every single time. They created fiction in which to govern themselves and then continued changing those rules. For the most part, the fiction was good. Everyone had a place, everyone had a purpose. Humanity worked together to keep one another happy. For the most part before the collapse, before the world was taken away from us we had grown together. Yes, there were still heroes and villain like myself, mad titans like Reynolds, Miguel, corrupt politicians in the Hegemony, the terrorists in Section 17, and those less fortunate that grew up in poor worlds BUT we were building outward. The present times were not black and white they were a light shade of grey. We had discovered we weren't alone. We had united. Humanity was reaching out to the stars for the first time since we awoke. Now we were running. There is no way to define human or define humanity. We are each our own.  

    Maybe Miguel had a point. Humanity was nearing extinction and the only way we would survive would be to adapt. It just couldn't be his way. Altering our DNA was one thing but he wanted to reshape us completely. We might as well have been uploading our consciousness into machines. Sure we could adapt and survive but we would lose our shape, lose our history. Miguel wanted to transform us into inside and out. Future generations would be created in labs, hybrids of what we are now with what we could be. He was right in some ways. Humanity could use the edge. Future generations would have to be augmented in some way if we were to survive out here in space but that doesn't mean everyone else has to die. 

    "You should share what you have with Reynolds," I said.

    "He wouldn't listen," Miguel's voice answered.

    "Share what you have, we are the last of our kind, it's not right anymore, none of us should be killing one another, we have bigger threats to deal with."

    "My sweet child, you are right. Unfortunately, that's not how this works. I blame Reynolds and the others like him for running, if we had stood our ground we could have survived, we were ready the first time, we could have fought back, we could have used what we have now to fight back... instead, he and the other 'suns' chose this path. This journey to a new world, a new Eden, somewhere out there in the void of space hidden amongst the stars a safe world we could colonize, don't you get it yet?" he said.

    "Get what?" I asked. 

    "This world was never meant to be a permanent home, this was a pitstop along the way, a chance to settle up, Reynolds and I have been playing this game far longer then you can even imagine. I am not alone, the Erebus, the Aelita, the Tritan, all three ships were flooded with refugees before they left. This is Reynold's way of giving them a home, this is his way of cleaning up," Miguel answered.

    "And what of the Skrav?" 

    "What about them, I doubt he thought they would be so close behind us but he knew they would show their hand eventually, he was counting on it, while they were occupied here the others would be getting the hell out," said Miguel. 

    "They are just going to follow us till we reach Eden," I said. 

    "They already know where we are going, I'm sure of it, this is a game, Eden is the finish line, we make it there and we win, don't know why or how or even if that's the truth but that is what they would have you believe, remember what I showed you. We aren't alone out there, thousands of other species linked together in a web. The Skrav are the bad guys here, humanity is just another group of refugees looking for a home. Once we reach a certain line things are going to get harder and harder for the Skrav, that's why we have to adapt, we have to become stronger, we have to embrace what we are," he said before growing silent, "the time is now, move." 

    On his command, I began making my way towards Reynold's dropship. Easy enough. Miguel's forces were attacking from the front drawing away the security and leaving my way open. In the distance, I could see what looked like several mechs armed with several rockets and a chain gun. "Where were you hiding those?" I said aloud. No answer. Miguel meant business. He was probably monitoring me from afar while commanding his troops from whatever desk he was sitting safe behind. He probably wasn't even on the planet. The mechs were nearly unstoppable.  It would take an entire dropship or two to take one down. They were similar in design to ones used during the first invasion only flashier with tougher hulls. Most likely Miguel dropped them from orbit somewhere outside the colony and they were just now given the ok to come inside. 




    I knocked out a few guards. My killing days were over. I had two lives left I wanted to take and no more. I could smell Reynold's when I opened one of the small hatches on the side of his ship. His ship was unlike anything I had ever seen before. The inside was rounded with organic veins growing down the walls like vines. The entire inside of the ship looked like it was the inside of some kind of beast. My guess was this was a prototype. A ship reverse engineered from Skrav tech and almost identical to their own. While most of our tech was reverse engineered they were still more human than alien. We were one step closer. One step closer to losing all that we are and being something else. Maybe that kind of evolution was the next step? Maybe losing our humanity is the only way we were going to survive. 
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	I found him. The only human on the ship. Reynold's was sitting in the pilots seat facing a blacked out window filled with a matrix of numbers, maps, star charts, and languages I had never seen before. He was laying with his head against the back of the chair his arms resting on elbow pads by his side. There were several pieces of metal grafted to the back of his now bald head. Bits of blood still ran out from were they had been surgically implanted. He was older then I remembered. He had a grey beard that ran halfway down his neck. His eyes were bloodshot and filled with cataracts. His cheeks wrinkled and covered in catalysts. On my way in I had picked up a rifle now slung around my side. I held the skrav sword with both hands. I was ready for a fight. He didn't flinch. 	Drool dripped down his lip. Dirty old man. 

	The screens flickered into one image. The fight outside. I lowered the sword for a moment. Miguel's forces were losing. Four dropships had joined the battle. One of them had been taken down and two of them were badly damaged but one of the mechs had already been destroyed. Miguel's ground forces were hiding behind cover. I could see the collars around their necks as the camera angle changed for a closer look. The screen flashed again. The elevator on the Erebus. The inside of the dropship. Jake and my legs wrapped around his back. The pirates. Chel holding me in her arms as I fell asleep without any clothes only covered by her warmth. The creatures in the jungle as they plants began covering them eating away at their flesh. I knew now why there were no insects. No maggots. This world devoured anything not breathing. Every moment since I woke up flashed along a small screen playing again and again. He didn't miss a thing. 

	The screens flicker again. 

	The battle outside continues to wage on.

	The mech suit opens. I recognized the pilot. Tusk. It had been years. She was wearing a collar just like me. Another one of Miguel's puppets. 

	Reynold's hand reaches forward. He is holding some kind of device. No. The device is grafted inside his wrist sticking out to that he can manipulate it in the palm of his hand. Several wires are intertwined between his knuckles. 

	"What have you done to yourself?" I said in a whisper. 

	Tusk's profile flashes on screen. A picture of her when she served. A list of all of the missions she had done. She had been one of the refugees that found their way onto the Erebus before the collapse. A tear falls from Reynold's eye as he makes a fist. Blood runs out from the palm of his hand.

	

	 The screen flashes again to a live feed.

	 Tusk's collar goes off. I scream. The dropship begins taking off from the ground. 

	Reynold's is in complete control hooked up to the ship through a neural interface. He's hardware now. A part of it. I thought Miguel was insane. The screen flashes again. I can see our ship in third person. The angle is from the side. I feel us moving. I feel the guns on the front of the dropship kick on and begin firing. One, two, three, I can't count how many blasts are fired. The ship trembles as it expels power. A voice screams at me "KILL HIM NOW," but before I can do anything Reynold's is staring at me. The collar around my neck begins to activate. I hear it beeping. One, two, three then nothing. It shuts itself off and falls from my neck. Another screen flashes. Reynold's was using my collar to trace the signal back to Miguel. The dropship begins to move upward and I fall backwards on the ground. I climb my way into an empty chair near Reynolds using the skrav sword to brace myself up. I sit back with the rifle by side and the sword across my lap. Reynold's was the lesser of two evils and as much as I hate him I am kind of glad it seems that he has won. I remove the earpiece. My part in this is over. 


Log - 40




	Several ships attacked us once we broke orbit. We were on approach towards the Aelita. Reynold's had tracked Miguel to one of the bigger transport ships near the massive seed ship. It had just left the hangar. 

	Reynold's orders the Aelita to sit this one out. The three ships may all be human but each operates as its own nation. Reynold's couldn't order them if he wanted to. I hear him speak but I don't see his lips move. Miguel's ships are too much for us and we begin to take heavier damage. The Aelita ignores Reynold's message and begins to fire. Probably upset that they were harboring a terrorist and didn't realize it. There are seven ships total in the area besides the Aelita and Reynold's prototype. Miguel's transport, four fighters, two heavily armed cargo freighters. Miguel must have had most of the 2nd fleet ready to come at his command. Reynold's ship fires on one of the freighters as we fly towards it. The entire ship rips in half as we turn sideways through the hull. The screen turns black for a moment as we lose power. The three fighters are like jets. Each of them heavily armed and fast. They could run circles around us if they really wanted to. Reynolds flips his ship around 180 degrees and fires. He takes one out and rams the second while the third scrapes the side of our hull before turning and firing at us again. The second freighter is bombarding the entire area One of the other fighters is hit in the blast. I imagine what this would sound like if we weren't in space. Fire bloomed around us every which way. We continue to take heavy damage. I can see our EmDrive overheating, ion thrusters malfunctioning. Reynold's sets his site on Miguel. He moves with incredible speed towards the transport before the freighter fires once again. We jump into the immer for half a second and we are a hundreds if not thousands of miles away. 

	The battle looks like a firefly in the distance. We jump again. This time we come out firing on the freighter tearing it apart. We are in a straight shot towards Miguel and his transport ship. The guns begin to overload. Suddenly the world stops. Time seems to stand still. I feel us jump inside the immer a third time. Reynold's ship was unique in that it can jump inside the immer. Surely that's something they are working on installing on all the ships. Only a few experimental ones in the 4th and 5th fleet (which aren't even suppose to exist) are suppose to have immersion cores but most of the fighters and transports the trinity is carrying are only equipped with ion drives. I stare down at the skrav sword in my hand for what feels like an eternity. When time moves forward again I feel like we have stopped moving. I can feel us drifting. The screens are black. I feel an immense pressure in the air as if I am falling. 




	Reynolds had merged the two ships together and we were crashing. 

	I guess this is what happens when an unmovable object collides with an unstoppable force. They both cease to exist and become one. Reynold's ship was fused to the inside of Miguel's transport and we were falling through the atmosphere of Shear. If I wasn't already blacking out before we hit the ground I would have been shitting myself senseless. 


Log - 41




	My eye's adjusted to the low light inside the control room. I was still sitting back against my chair, my gun and sword laying on the ground beside me. I could smell the fumes in the air. The metal on the outside fused with metal on the inside and blood, like the inside of a poor factory. Last time I smelled anything like this I saw two ships collide at a space port. Incidents like that were rare but from time to time they happened. This was intentional. Reynolds knew exactly what he was doing though I doubt this last part was a part of his plan. A creature was standing over him holding a pistol. The creature looked like a god damn werewolf wearing a cloak. Like something from a 1980's horror movie. 

	"If you want to do something right you have to do it yourself," the voice. The creature. It took a shot at Reynolds knee. Reynolds body flinched. " I hate getting my hands dirty, you stupid bitch, you couldn't even get one thing right could you, after I SAVED you again and again, all you had to do was blow this geezer's head off," the voice spoke again turning towards me. It looked like it was growling. "All the right people are dead and gone and here we are stuck on the edge of the fucking galaxy," the voice spoke again, it was familiar. Staring at the creature I couldn't believe it but I knew. The creature took another shot at Reynolds other knee. Miguel. 

	He already knew what he was doing. He didn't just believe that transgenics were going to be a success he was a variant, a hybrid, the living embodiment of his dream. Half-man half-wolf, bi-pedal, capable of speech but stronger, faster, more vicious. I always knew there was something about his voice when he spoke, a strain as he formed words like a hiss. He took out a knife and stabbed it down into Reynolds hand immediately pulling it upward and hacking at his chest, "old man can't move, plugged into the machine he might as well be a robot, not even human anymore, not even alien like me, just a god damn computer," he was laughing now as he continued to hack away at Reynold's body now gasping for air. Reynolds might now have been able to defend himself plugged into the computers but he was feeling everything. Maybe he deserved it but I didn't care. Not anymore. I wasn't a slave. Not his, not Miguel's. I shot Reynolds in the head as Miguel hacked away. He turned towards me growling. 

	"Little Red, what big breasts you have, oh how delicious you are, my meat, finally we meet again, it's been too long," Miguel hisses the words letting saliva drip from his tongue. His armor is covered in Reynolds blood, a few wounds of his own. He's limping towards me. I aim down the sights of my rifle and fire. The blast of energy hits him in the shoulder but he moves quicker towards me. I feel him push the rifle from my arms and plant me on the ground. He uses his weight against me holding me down as he moves his tongue against my cheek. I try and hit him but he grabs my arms. I try to maneuver my legs, shift my weight but nothing works. I stare over at the Skrav sword on the ground next to me as I scream truly afraid wishing I were dead.

	

	I feel like I'm drowning. Waves crash over me. I'm someplace else. A dream? No. It's a vision. Some kind of magic, hocus pocus, I feel like I have been pulled from my body. When I open my eyes I'm back on Earth but it's not my Earth. Its Earth so long ago. Before the collapse, before the resource wars, before the world wars. People are dressed like they are Victorian. Everyone is smiling as the sun shines bright in the sky. My body isn't moving the way I tell it. My face is turning in different directions. I can feel the muscles on my face smile as a man approaches me with a rose. I somehow know I am in love with him as the endorphins in my body release the closer he moves towards me. I blink and I'm gone. I'm in a bedroom. Another body. I'm with a woman. A beautiful woman. I can feel her hand brushing against my hair. I love it. I never want to leave but soon I am gone again. 

	I am digging a sword into a young man right below his chest. I can see the pain in his eyes. Sadness. I am somewhere in the future. It feels like hundreds of years. Everyone looks different, still human but like they have been surviving, living in ruins, living in space too long. Still they are the same. I look down with my eyes and see his hands reached out wrapped around my neck. He's choking me. He's killing me. 

	

	I'm being murdered in two places at the same time. 




	I feel my body lose grip on the sword as I continue to try and tear away at his flesh.  His hands tighten. The two of us are locked away together in this moment in time forever; an instant that lasts an eternity. I see my reflection in his eyes. I feel the tears falling down her cheek. She lets go and I watch as she takes her last breath. The cold air turns to vapor and dissipates around her. The life leaves her eyes. I begin falling. Miguel is sitting above me. He is trying to tear my clothes off. He dropped his guard for a moment. Must have been while I was in my daze. I manage to turn on my side and grab the skrav sword. I plunge it into his chest and push him off of me. He falls back against the chair. Blood running down from where the sword has impaled him. I stand as fast as I can and kick it deeper inside him. 




	Laughing he say, "I thought I had you, thought the Nexus I took from the Aelita would have slowed you down seeing as you have the gift, guess it doesn't last long for all, didn't even get my last fix, been having hell of a time keeping these instincts under control," he chokes on his blood, "one more gift before I go, you and me, our history, you should know. Kal didn't die that day," he chokes again this time pulling out a dog tag, parts of it burned but still recognizable, "they found me, experimented on me, they showed me the future, they showed me what they were planning, the end of the world and all the horrors. We are such beautiful monsters. We keep going through all this trouble to survive and for what? I wanted more," he looks at me like he wants to say more. I'm already fighting against the visions. I feel them. An aura around me trying to pull me in. He called it the nexus. All I see is a stupid rock around laying on the ground. Something he stole. Something alien. I pick up the rifle from the ground. He uses what energy he has left and lifts his hand in the air in front of me. I hear him mumble 'no, wait' before I fire. Kal was dead. He died a long time ago. This monster might have shared parts of him, parts of his charred body underneath but they weren't the same. I had heard the rumors a long time ago. The name Miguel, a title, passed from one leader to another each with their own ideology, each worst then the other. None of that mattered. The only thing that mattered - no one lays their fucking hands on me unless I let them. 


Log - 42




	Cillian and Chel broke through the dropship doors. They moved towards me with a medical kit. I remember falling back in slow motion the world a purple haze around me. I felt like I was in a dream. For the next twenty-four hours I was in and out of consciousness as we abandoned the planet Shear leaving behind Miguel's forces and a few of our own in the rush. We didn't leave them defenseless. There was enough firepower on the ground for them to hold their own agains the Skrav scouting ship that was nearing the planet. They would have to put up a hard fight but if they were as determined against them as they were against their own kind they would have no problem holding their own. Even a few of the dropships left behind could be repaired so if they chose they too could follow us out into the void. Most likely they would search for their own home in the stars. If they were as devoted to transgenics as Kal was I could only imagine what they might be like 200 years from now. They were on a different path then us and when we left we accepted that. The last thing we could do with so few of us remaining was force our own exodus. 

	Cillian explained the to me that the shard had been an alien element discovered on Earth known as the Nexus. An artifact that let certain individuals known as users see into the past, present, and future to various degrees. I was one of them. A user. From that moment on my life would be dedicated to studying and using the Nexus to unlock its secrets. It had been the reason humanity fled into the stars in the first place. Possibly even the reason the Skrav had attacked us in the first place. The reason we were always one step ahead. 

	We were at least 200 years maybe more from our destination. An area of space called the void. An area which we hoped we could find clues that would lead us to a world we began calling New Eden, a world seen through the eyes of seers, a paradise that would be home to humanity. When I arrived back aboard the Erebus much of the chaos had already been sorted. Not much had changed. The Elders were still in charge but already a few of the refugees that had come aboard had gained enough merit that they had a voice in all matters. Contingencies were put in place to make sure the Elders were kept in check. I was one of them. I was offered the chance to go back into stasis. The chance to sleep away the world, no one would have blamed me after all that I had been through. I declined. I opted to stay awake. To live aboard the Erebus as a passenger with the authority to intervene if any of the Elders stepped out of line. I was the first leader of a black ops team called 'First Descent'.  Back at what I did best. 

	I started living with Cillian and Chel. The two of them even joined my team. We were three years out from Shear when we received a message from a drone we had left behind. The drone revealed that the survivors of Shear managed to take down the Skrav starship with ease only for a second to appear from the immer a year later. They escaped the planet having poured all their resources into repairing the damaged ships. They even used the prototype immersion cores from Reynold's damaged dropship. They left heading in a different direction than us just before the second Skrav ship glassed what was left of their world. Shear was nothing but dust. They may have been our enemies but they were still human. We prayed for them in the end. We held a memorial and built a small shrine to remember them. We carved their names on the wall of the ship. 	

	The Nexus let us see the future but nothing was certain. What I saw inside. The battles we would fight, the worlds, the aliens, human colonies lost. All of it was in flux. Even the Elders accepted that the Nexus was no longer our salvation and that it had been a mistake not to have fought for Earth. 

	We sent a few drones ahead of us. Their was some kind of relay network inside the immer that made communication with them easier to follow. There were more alien worlds then we could count. Already we had detected another habitable world ten years away. It felt like we were following breadcrumbs. The further we ventured the farther down the rabbit hole we were. This world was inhabited by human like figures. The drones sent us back images of their tanned skin, yellow veins and red eyes. They were what humanity would have evolved into had we stayed on our natural environment on Earth. Wild speculation began forming that maybe we were not the only humans in the universe. That possible our world was one of many created by another species. Ancient astronauts and all that. It didn't really matter. We weren't alone and our survival was dependent on us making friends. Maybe this was our chance to make right what we lost. 

	This will be my last log. The last of what I write to you. From here forward I am leaving the future in your hands. Please be patient. Be kind. Be better then what we were. Last but not least I have one final message, beware of the one called Sev. 













The End. 


BONUS




Elegy




The night summons her away, 'til day's dawn. 

Once I came here with light... now darkness glimmers. 




Sev




	I swapped out the battery on my rifle for another, breathed in and exhaled as I took my shot around the wall of the cave. I could smell the air burning around me. A tight burst, there and back again of energy glimmered against a Skrav. It fell to the ground on its knee with a thud, the sound echoed around us. I let out a second shot and killed it. Another loud echo. The other Skrav were closing in and they had already taken out the other Eek soldiers that had followed us on our mission. 

	"Didn't the Aggregate swear this asteroid was uninhabited?" Aira yelled.

	I could barely hear her voice over the sound of a footsteps rushing towards us. The two of us along with several other human soldiers from the Elpis were trapped deep inside the caves of an asteroid that had been terraformed by an unknown source. We had been running black ops missions for The Aggregate, an alien collective for almost a year now. This was our first encounter with the Skrav since we had left our new world of Eden-3. This mission wouldn't have gone so poorly had they they just done their jobs. I was in charge. Not that I wanted to be. I was the god-killer, but between Aira and I she was the one with the most experience. 

	We lost half our people after we took our dropship, the New Dawn, down to the surface. We found no trace of terraforming technology on the outside so we began to dig deep. We found several caverns below and began investigating. Our discovery soon led to our demise. We were trapped in the caves as we took one wrong turn after another. Right now our chance of surviving was nearing zero but I couldn't help but remember I had been in tighter spots then this and we had to complete the mission.

	As a child I was one of the first humans born on an alien world. Inside an alien colony called Errikus I lost everything. My mother, my best friend (long story short but his consciousness now inhabits the Elpis), my innocence. I was trained at a young age to fight, to fly, to trust in my own instincts and survive. I had to win. Not just for myself anymore. I was fighting for a cause greater then my own. The Aggregate were helping conceal humanity's presence in the stars keeping the Skrav in their own territory but here they were. 

	"A simple scouting mission to find out why this rock had air," I heard someone mumble. They were talking about our objective. 

	"Of course that wasn't the real mission, they wouldn't send humans if they could do it themselves, they only use us for the dirty jobs," said another. They were right. Since we joined the Aggregate in secret they had only used us for suicide missions and dirty jobs and errands nobody else wanted to bother with. A part of the pact we made. We needed to send a strong message if we wanted to be accepted. If we wanted to prove ourselves worthy as a species. I guess holding our own against the Skrav for almost three hundred years wasn't enough. 

	An indicator blinked on my wrist PDA. Movement to the south of us. I grabbed Aira and together the two of us moved further back into the caverns. Into the darkness. 

	"Sev," she said grabbing my arm, "Sev, come on, we've seen enough, we need to get out of here," she finished trying to motion me to fight with the others against the horde of Skrav that were spilling in from the surface. 

	"We need to go deeper, maybe there is another exit," I said not mentioning the blip of movement that had caught my eye. I was curious now. How had something been behind us all this time and not moved. How had I been the only one to see it? 

	I opened my eyes letting what little light there was fill my pupils. I felt like I was crawling through a giant's coffin. Trusting my instincts as I always had I continued to move downward. 

	As the others held back the Skrav the Elpis sent another team to the surface. We had no idea were they had been coming from. We detected no ships in orbit or on the surface. The Skrav that were here had been hiding. Living on this world. Half an hour climbing down the wet rocks into the chasm I found what I had been looking for. Terraforming technology made from bio-organic material surrounded what I can only describe as a giant egg. It was several stories tall inside an open chamber that I assumed was the center of the asteroid. The Skrav had set this place up as an outpost. A research station. Whatever the egg had been it looked like it was thousands of years old. Resting. Sitting still. It unnerved me more then anything. 'Perhaps a leviathan,' I thought. No. Levaithans were creatures born inside the immer, massive beasts that barely came forth into our world. This was something else. A creature born of our reality. Perhaps it was an ambler? I had heard stories of giant whale like creatures that floated through space living in debris and asteroid fields. It just seemed too large, too fragile. 

	Quickly I raced towards it. Aira following behind me. I felt like I was being pulled as if the egg itself had been giving off it's own gravitational field. I felt myself enter a trance. I was born a user, genetically modified or rather gifted with the ability to see into the past, present, and future. I had bits of pieces of the Nexus inside my bloodstream from an incident that happened to me a year before and from time to time they had the tendency to turn on. Small nanites usually kept the shards from activating but there were flair ups. Some thought of me as a seer. It had been several months since my last vision. Usually the visions lasted only seconds. Sometimes minutes as the nanites reset themselves. Before it was a part of me I was forced to sit for hours even days at a time for the Elders. I was a prisoner. Now it was nothing more then a curse. 

	I could never forget the feeling of drowning. Every single time it happened. 	I stood steadying a launcher against my shoulder. Firing as a dropship moved closer to my position outside a colony. I recognized it from some of our archives. It was the planet Shear. A small civil war in the early days of our exodus from Earth. Humans were fighting for two very different ways of life. I exhaled and fired.The explosion sent the dropship into the ground burying it six feet deep into the soil. A few guards jumped out of the back hoping their superior armor would protect them. It didn't take long. A mech came up behind me and tore them apart. Whichever side I was on they were winning. Waves flood over me. Sometimes the visions would jump. Sometimes I was stuck in one body, sometimes it would jump from one to another in seconds. The visions were always random. I could see someone now screaming, "she killed everyone. That bitch. The boss thought he had control but he was playing the game with the wrong person. She was cunning. She was smart. She was a master at defense and offense. She and the others. They all left." I knew what he was talking about. There was a young woman long ago named Elyse that had killed a man named Kal. Kal had been the leader of one of the groups in the war between humans on Shear. "They must have thought they were being spared us when they left us to Shear. They were sentencing us to a slow slaughter," a voice whispered. Shear was a graveyard of a planet destined to get cooked up by the Skrav. It took them half a year to salvage anything useful from the junk the Trinity had left behind. 

	"What the fuck do they know. They think their New Eden will protect them but they haven't seen the whole picture. The truth we have been fighting to protect. The war is coming to the entire universe. They haven't seen it yet. What happens after we reach Eden. The horrors that come to life because of humanity. The resurgence of the Cicatrix, the fall of the Aggregate, they haven't seen the terror of the gods," the voice whispered in the darkness. I still felt like I was drowning. Different voices were saying different things. How did they know about the Aggregate? The Cicatrix? I was hearing whispers from the past of a future that wasn't. "It took us fifteen years through the immer but we made it to the the Relay, our new home," the voices continued.

	I soon found myself back in the realm of the real. The egg before me. I had more important things now to think of then what the shards had shown me. I made a quick note of it. We already knew there were other colonies, other humans out there among the stars. Maybe the Relay was one of them. The colonists that had managed to escape the destruction of Shear, remnants of humanity from the early days. People living on Eden-3 barely mentioned them. It made most uncomfortable. The guilt of abandoning our own. Either way we were here now, one of the other reasons we had left Eden-3. We were searching for survivors. Pockets of humans from all over had survived the collapse and were being hunted by the Skrav. 

	Somehow I feel like the egg was reacting to me. The feeling I had. The guilt. The pledge of loyalty I had to my friends, my species. I could hear its heart beat from several meters away. I crouched beside it on the ground and then there was a light. 

	The creature that appeared looked like a cross between a dragon and an angel. It glowed with white light all around it but it was surrounded by a black silhouette. It had an elongated face with sharp teeth that looked like they were made of white porcelain. It had six eyes, three on each side that flowed red. It had arms and legs like a human but it's fingers were long and clawed. I could see it's ribs as it moved breaking free from the shell that surrounded it. Perhaps it was I that awoke it. The shards in my blood? The alien element that coursed through my veins. When it's shell began to fall around me I felt like I was being transported across time and space. I was back against the cavern wall. The battery to my rifle had been drained. I felt like I was moving in slow motion. I was reliving the same events from before but this wasn't a vision. This wasn't the Nexus. I was in control. I was in my own body. I swapped out the battery as soon as I remembered but Aira, always a better shot than me, killed the Skrav with one blast. 

	A wave of light appeared behind us. The creature appeared before me again. This time it's dragon like features melted away to that of a young woman. She stopped and brushed her hand against my cheek. The others stared in disbelief. Her white exterior soon turned gray and black. She turned away from me and transformed into a creature that resembled a hellbeast. She tore through the Skrav that had been sealing us in and we were free. When we explored the caverns we found no trace of the egg only the Skrav terraforming technology. I shared my experience with Aira and when we reached the surface we found no sight of the entity only video footage of a light appearing and disappearing at the entrance of the cave. We destroyed the asteroid along with any Skrav remains fulfilling our mission. When we returned to the Aggregate on Kreios they classified the events telling us that we must have suffered some kind of mass hallucination because of the minerals being dug out from the asteroid. 

	Lost and found and gone again. The Entity was something important. I felt it reach inside of me. I felt it pull from me my past, my present, like a living embodiment of the Nexus itself. I have no doubt in my mind that I awoke it. No doubt that it was somewhere now not in this world or the immer. 




The End.
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