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This book is for YOU, the reader and fan of all things Post-Apocalyptic LitRPG, GameLit, and Science Fiction. 




Grab your go juice and get ready to kick in the tires. 

-

2022, we weathered the storm, we survived the system’s birth. 200 years later we made first contact. Another 200 years… 400 years after the apocalypse has come and gone the new world meets the old and some things… human desire, brotherhood, family, never change. 




Aliens, metal monsters, derelict starships, and a chase across the stars. 

 




This is what comes next…
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Chapter 1




Gripe Down




"Punch out," shouted Aeton. He and Eli had just broken through the stratosphere and entered the troposphere still above 49,000 ft, cold nose, on the planet Terris, one of a dozen worlds on the border of the Aggregate's control zone. He could smell burning plastics and metal all around him. Eli's wing had been damaged and the smoke was pouring off his side. They were suppose to be flying section alongside over three-thousand other human pilots that had joined them in a raid against a rebel faction known as Overdrive, who only a day ago had declared war against the System. The Aggregate, the conglomerate of alien species, ruled by the System was so vast, the scale of it was beyond anyone's imagination. Spanning thousands of worlds and across a multiverse, raids like this were just as common as the skies were blue. This time, however, things were a mess. Overdrive had been preparing the Terris for this battle that they knew they wouldn't win, no one could stand against the Aggregate, the point was clear, they were going to send a message. 

For a moment Eli felt lost in the bubble, then he heard his brother's voice again, calling for him to eject. Eli rang the 'Admiral's doorbell' sending supplies flying alongside the roof of his cockpit as he hit the 'loud handle'. A moment later he joined the Martin-Baker Fan Club just moments after his brother. Their three-thousand star fighters met with all the planetary defenses Terris had to offer. Even their starship was taking damage as Overdrive fired wave after wave into the thermosphere. 

As his cockpit tore open. Even with his pressure suit Eli felt the rush of wind over him, along with the planet's gravity, slightly less than Earth's pressure against him. At high enough speeds Eli knew the wind could kill him. He’d seen it happen before. Pilots pull out too early and their arms get ripped off, broken by the high speed air, flailing in the air hard enough to crack their skulls open. Dead before drag can slow them to something survivable. 

Eli steadied his breathing, trying his best not to panic. Praying his arms didn't go numb. Strapped into his chair he wasted no time unbuckling himself, turning mid-air and grabbing a square gunmetal gray box from under his seat. Breaking it open as his legs floated upward, Eli ripped the box from its brackets and watched as his seat began spinning wildly out of control. In less than ten seconds Eli broke the box open, he was glad his brother had insisted they pack weapons under their seats, most pilots never bothered, and it wasn't like the Aggregate was enforcing any rules or safety concerns. Eli and his brother knew they were a dime a dozen, fodder for the System's many incursions. If they died they wouldn't be heroes, just victims caught up in an endless war. 

The System's origin was unknown though its power seemed nearly limitless. It was designed from the bottom up to maintain order, reshaping worlds and keeping a balance its only objective. The populations of worlds could always be replenished, the worlds themselves could not. 

Life in the Aggregate was still better than the life they had back home. Eli and Aeton had grown up in Lagrange-04, above what was left of the ruins of Earth. They'd grown up listening to the stories of the apocalypse that System created as a test. The day of 'notification,' three hundred years before they were born when their ancestors had no choice but to level up or die. For a hundred years humanity was pushed to its limits, tested numerous times, until finally the Aggregate came and welcomed them to their collective. It was only in retrospect that some suspected we had made a mistake. They called it humanity's 'ascension' but it was more like indentured servitude. 

Against their parents' wishes the two brothers joined the Aggregate and left the Sol System to see the rest of the universe. 

Humanity had proven its worth, through blood, we were warriors. In return for our acceptance the Aggregate gave us the technology to reach the stars and not much more. All to serve a higher purpose. Their purpose. 

Human weapons, skills, even language was still very much the same as it was in the 21st century - except when it wasn’t. The Aggregate had given humanity a bump when they needed it. Alien weaponry wasn’t much different than human. Point, shoot, and always keep your weapon clean. 

The rifle was about 36 inches across when unfolded. Eli could see a dozen Terris ships coming his way as the canons on the surface stopped firing. Overdrive had believed that they won. 

"Looks like they are sending in their rats," Aeton said through his comm. The Terris flew ships that looked like barbed ovals flying through the air. Aeton had joked several times  before their battle that they looked like hedgehogs curled into balls. He and Eli were in direct communication with one another and the rest of their squadron at all times, it just happened they were the only two left. Everyone had been taken out by anti-air or Terris pilots. Reinforcements were already in-route, seconds away as they scuttled to their starships in the atmosphere above the planet. 

"They are mapping the debris, probably wanting to scavenge what we have," Eli noted, continuing to fall. He was preparing to rip his chute when he noticed one of the Terris ships flying too close for comfort. Turning mid-air he had been skydiving in an arch, but by tucking his arms and legs in he began to reach a faster terminal velocity moving to a 'tracking' position as soon as he could. Eli fired at the Terris ship closest flying above him. 

His rifle shot out a beam of energy. Thousands of volts of electricity ignited the air between Eli and the Terris ship and a moment later it began to shred itself to pieces. Shrapnel littered the air and flew above Eli like razors in the wind. Eli was lucky, but then, it always seemed like he had a guardian angel watching his back. 

"That was my only charge," Eli muttered. 

Aeton answered back but his words were muffled by the wind. In the distance Eli could make out his brother's silhouette, among several others, falling, like dots scattered across the horizon. 

A second later Eli hit an air pocket and had to correct his descent before making his final approach. Eli slowed his assault, moving his body back to an arch position, doing everything he could to dodge the debris as it fell above him. Moving through the air he switched back to a tracking position tilting his body and moving at an angle against wind. He managed to dodge the star fighter debris and rip his chute before hitting the red line. 

"Thank you," Eli whispered. He wasn't sure if his brother or anyone else could hear him but he didn't care. It was what he always said before a landing. 

Falling slower than he'd like, Eli held up his rifle, pointed outward at any Terris ships that came close. He only had one volt charge, his secondary fire option, and now he would have to resort to counting his ammo. 

The Terris ships ignored the falling pilots as they landed on the ground, no escape. The moment Eli hit the dirt he called his brother, "Ground a go." 

Before their attack, Eli, Aeton, and the rest of humans attacking Terris had been given bad intel. For one, the planet was suppose to have no planetary defenses, and two, the ground forces were suppose to be fewer than a thousand. 

Eli unclipped his chute. Looking around he could see he was surrounded on all sides. More than half a dozen Overdrive soldiers dressed in armor covering their heads down to their feet.The Terris were shorter than humans, about three feet high with two larger arms coming out from their back. They had three toes, the middle of which was shorter than a humans while the other two were as long as six inches. They reminded Eli of crabs wearing scuba suits. 




Terris Scouts, Level 3




One on one they were nothing Eli couldn't handle, but levels weren't all that mattered in a fight. A level 5 could easily take out a level 20 opponent if their opponent was slow. The Terris were fast, able to walk or crawl, and as a group could attack Eli all at once. At double their height Eli was a large target as well. Despite that he knew he probably wasn't as strong as the planet's own natural species. There was a reason the Terris hadn’t evolved to look human, and a reason they had survived the system. The Terris, ugly as they were, became the dominant life form on this planet for a reason. The only advantage he had was his agility. The planet's lesser gravity made Eli feel lighter, faster, more agile and gave him the strength of an olympic athlete. 

"Sticky," Eli whispered into his comm. 

"Copy," Aeton said. There was an eerie silence for a moment as Eli watched the alien Terris move towards him. They might not have been as strong as humans or as resistant but their technology was far superior. Even the Terris ship Eli had destroyed had only been luck. Had it been even slightly cautious and used its shields, the volt of electricity Eli had fired would have done zero damage. 

"So, mind if I come over for dinner?" Eli asked. His voice was muffled by his pressure suit. He probably looked just as alien to them. The black pressure suit, lined with pockets from top to bottom, white flak vest, headgear, oxygen mask, and a visor over his eyes that he thought made him look like a fly on steroids. 

Coming back moments later Eli heard Aeton's voice in his ear, "Angel is in route to paradise." 

"Just like the borax back home," Eli growled. 

"Bubbas coming," Aeton said, his voice was clearer than ever. 

Slowly, Eli laid his rifle on the ground and stuck his hands up. The Terris soldiers continued to gather around him, slowly inching their way closer. Three stood out at level 4, with large electric spears and Eli noticed that a fourth, another level 4, held a pair of electric cuffs made for humans. 

"Buster," Eli muttered. The Terris guards approached. There was no sign of Aeton or any of the other Aggregate soldiers. 

Eli sighed, dropping his hands. He knew the Aggregate didn't bother to rescue prisoners of war, it was one of the first things drilled into his head when he and his brother enlisted, "don't get captured, no one will come for you." Life in service was just that, a life in service, heart, mind, body, soul. You had to be ready to die for the system, because the system would never come to save you. 

"Hachu!" Eli faked a sneeze, the half a dozen Terris soldier's backed up as he pretended to bend over, "oh man, sorry about that, you guys all got your shots right, might have a case of cooties."

Several of the Terris raised their weapons, Eli could hear them charging up. 'More advanced but slow,' he thought. 

Eli pretended to trip, reaching down he grabbed his rifle from the ground and jumped as high as he could. Having lived more than half his life on Lagrange-04, a space station with gravity that was both heavier and lighter than Earth depending where you were. He felt light as a feather on a planet like Terris. Fourteen feet up in the air Eli started firing, picking off his targets one by one as the low gravity brought him down to the ground. Eli managed to take out the Terris with the cuffs alongside three more with alien rifles before he hit the ground. 

"Alright, alright, this time you got me," Eli smiled, lifting his hands in the air, rifle still in hand. The Terris, with no understanding of sarcasm, took this as a surrender, until Eli laughed and fired another round taking out another alien rifleman. 

The Terris with the spears charged. Eli was glad they were trying to take him alive, they probably wanted intel on the Aggregate, like he would know more than any of them. Eli knew he was just a dog. 

"Just kidding," Eli jumped again, this time surveying the area around him looking for some cover. He found just that behind a shipping container. He was lucky he had landed safely in a fairly open shipyard. Unlucky when he managed to get to cover the Terris had started to take him seriously. 

The Terris soldiers fired and all Eli could do was blind fire from cover. He had given up on Aeton rescuing him when a Terris ship came down from above. Hovering over the Terris with its shields up. It opened fire, gunning down the Terris as they turned in shock. 

Eli stood up, looking out over the destruction. Dead Overdrive soldiers, Terris bodies, lay scattered. He wasn't sure whether the alien ship had misfired or had changed sides. Holding up his arms, rifle still in hand, he waited. The alien ship moved from side to side as if the pilot had a bit too much to drink. Lowering his arms, Eli frowned. 

"Aeton?" he asked loudly. 

The alien ship stopped floating and crashed straight downward, hard against the ground. Kicking open the cockpit Eli stood smiling, staring upwards at his brother Aeton. 

"Sorry, I've never flown one of these before," Aeton said. He reached back inside the alien cockpit and grabbed his own rifle.

"How did you?" 

"I was tracking and out of nowhere one of their ships started hovering below me, padlocked, so I ripped open my chute early, slowed into an arc and knocked nicely," Aeton smiled. “I told you. Never gonna let you die alone. Remember you pop fire, I pop fire.” 

Looking inside the cockpit Eli could see the Terris, wearing a bodysuit just like the others, was dead behind the awkward pilot's seat. 

"Thanks for the assist, any word from the rest of the birds?" Eli asked. 

"Thirty of us hit the surface, nest is in orbit above. Objective has changed. Instead of a bombing run they want us to go in and take out the Overdrive command on foot,” Aeton answered. 

"Dive deep, infest, and pop smoke," Eli nodded. 

"Boondoggle," Aeton answered. 

"Let's get booming," Eli smiled, "got any jet?" 

"I've got smoke," Aeton answered, tapping his right chest pocket.  

"Save it then," Eli suggested. 

"Copy." Aeton began to take off his mask when Eli suggested he leave it on. The pressure suits functioned as an extra layer of armor, the breather they were both wearing made it easier for them to move. Still, Eli couldn't help but laugh as he looked at his brother and thought they both looked like insects that had fallen from the sky, wings clipped, who were now here to sting. All this for the Aggregate, the lord system, their hive.


Chapter 2




In the Spaghetti




An update came through Aeton's wrist mounted comm. He was one rank higher than his brother, not that rank mattered to either of them. He had however scored higher on some intelligence tests and thought he earned some bragging rights. Turned out he only earned more responsibility, including direct updates and orders from the Aggregate starship in orbit.  




Mission Update: Destroy Aberrant AI

Rewards: 300 XP




Eli stood with his rifle at the ready as he turned and faced a large gray monolith. What was suppose to be an easy job for him and his brother had turned into a disaster. 

"Bohica," Aeton growled. They had just finished one wave of Terris as they made their way through the Overdrive's underground. It had been two hours since their crash and they had fragged their way through three layers of  metal hallways. Of thirty soldiers to make it to the ground the two brothers were the only ones to make it underground, the others were waging war on the surface, keeping the Terris busy as Eli and Aeton searched for the heart of Overdrive's command, an AI called 'The Aberration'.. 

"What is this?" Eli grunted through his mask. 

"I'm not sure," Aeton said, he moved to investigate the strange monolith now that there were no Terris soldiers breathing down their backs. 

"Looks like an art project," Eli commented. He began reaching his hands towards the object. 

"Back down Tiger, don't touch it," Aeton scolded him. 

"Why not?" 

"What if it's a bomb?" 

"I think it's a control node." 

"And you got certified in advanced alien technology when?" 

"I've seen them before, I just can't remember," Eli tried to explain. 

"Stay on point," Aeton reminded him. 

"I'm serious, I think we could collect some intel," Eli replied. 

"So it's like an extension of the AI? All the more reason to back off it, we're not here to sight-see," Aeton scowled. 

"I'm not sure,” Eli paused and thought about his brother’s words. As much as he wanted to investigate the node it wasn’t a priority and staying in one place too long placed both of them in danger. 

“You're right, let's move before we get painted." 

Aeton nodded, relieved that Eli hadn't touched the monolith. 

"One more thing, if you're right," Aeton pulled a small explosive from his hip pocket and set the charge down beside the monolith. He set the timer for one minute as they cleared the area. The explosion rocked the tunnels but didn't damage the interior structure at all. The monolith on the other hand was fractured in half. After they continued down the hallways following artificial lights, ancient tunnels that had been hollowed out by the Terris, lines of black wires, pipes, the occasional air vent, and strange looking terminals. 

"Why do you think they'd do it?" Eli asked. 

"Do what?" 

"Build an AI?" Eli answered. 

"Some cultures believe the system is an AI, so they figured they could build their own. Some call them false idols, others believe they are paying tribute to the system itself, that it speaks through their AI," Aeton answered. 

"Seems a waste of resources," Eli sighed. 

"You were the one curious," Aeton pointed out. 

"That doesn't change things, the system has the final say, not even the Aggregate can turn on it. It could wipe out this entire planet in the fraction of a second if it wanted to," Eli growled. 

"Even the system's control withers on these worlds, why else would it send us and not just do what it did to Earth," Aeton stated. 

Eli stood silent. He didn't have the answers and the ones that did still didn't trust humanity enough to let them into their circle. 

"I've never heard of the system reclaiming a world," was all he could say. 

Walking through the tunnels Eli remembered his parents' lamentations, how much they hated the system, the Aggregate, cursing it for turning Earth into a wasteland. They told him and his brother how there were still wandering tribes of people, fighting to survive on the surface, living in the rubble, the forgotten ones. They talked about what life was like before the notifications appeared, before society collapsed, before monsters. They did it all like they had lived it. Passing down stories their parents, grandparents, and great grandparents had told. It was another reason Eli and Aeton left, they had had enough of people telling them there was nothing out there. As far as Eli and Aeton were concerned there was an entire universe to explore and the Aggregate were giving away tickets.   

When Eli and Aeton reached the next underground level another horde of Terris, ten in total,  attacked, this time the Terris had been waiting for them, hiding behind large concrete blocks. A bad attempt at an ambush. 

"Count?" Eli asked loudly.

"Four magazines," Aeton shouted. The Terris were attacking in a cycling pattern, as one group recharged their rifles the others fired. Eli and Aeton took cover, firing blindly at the Terris, taking them down one by one as blasts of blue energy rippled overhead. 

When the waves of blue light started to crawl they knew they were getting the better of them. When they stopped completely Eli and Aeton knew they had finished them. 

"They didn't even try to escape," Eli said. 

"I got 10 XP each," Aeton smiled. 

Eli paused for a moment, the entire battle he hadn't bothered to check his notification screen. Every human had one. Most of the time it was easy to ignore. Originally it was part of the trials the system had bestowed upon Earth, a system of checks and balances. Now, it was inherited, and a good way to measure one's strength and weaknesses. At higher levels humans could even augment themselves by tapping into the system directly. Any kind of training of one's skills could lead to more XP though unlocking skills this way became harder and harder. The alternative to 'grinding' was cultivation. Capturing the core of a monster, like the ones wandering Earth, creatures filled with ether created by the system, a hybridization of Earth's animals, humans, and alien DNA. After defeating such creatures you had to purify and devour its core. After you would fall into a dangerous meditative state as its energy combined with your own. They called it ‘cycling’ and ‘refinement’. Those that survived became stronger. Of course fighting monsters was rare and only happened on worlds like Earth that were still recovering from their 'ascension' period. There were also dangers to cultivating ones soul. Sure, you could live forever but one wrong cycle, one corrupt core and your progress could be halted forever, or worst you could become the very beast you hunted.

Aeton who was the older brother by ten months and had waited for Eli to join the Aggregate at the same time as him. Both decided at a young age that they’d rather serve the Aggregate than work as indentured servants on Lagrange, were all their wage went to food, shelter, and air. When they joined they discovered how to access the system and learned they were both level 5, average for two sixteen year old humans who had never seen combat, now at ages 21 and 22 both brothers were level 12. With each new level they had slowly increased their skills and natural abilities. 




Name: Eli 

Race: Human, Gaia-3

Class: Pilot 

Title: Blackbird 2

Level: 12 (3500 / 4510 XP)




100 / 100 HP

80 / 100 ARMOR




Skills: 




Strength: 7 / 100

Agility: 8 / 100

Endurance: 9 / 100

Dexterity: 8 / 100

Intelligence: 6 / 100

Melee: 6 / 100

Focus: 7 /100

Firearms: 11 / 100

Piloting: 31 / 100




Unique Skills: LOCKED




Abilities: 




Identify: Active




He wasn't much to look at but Eli was proud that he had managed to level his piloting and firearms skills passed 10. Humans were weak warriors compared to many species inside the Aggregate's control and so having strength, agility, endurance, even intelligence, over 5 was considered a great feat. The Terris themselves averaged around 3. He never understood though why his race listed him as a Human, Gaia-3, as far as he knew the System had only indentured one Earth. 




Name: Aeton 

Race: Human, Gaia-3

Class: Pilot 

Title: Blackbird 1

Level: 12 (4110 / 4510 XP)




100 / 100 HP

90 / 100 ARMOR




Skills: 




Strength: 8 / 100

Agility: 7 / 100

Endurance: 6 / 100

Dexterity: 8 / 100

Intelligence: 11 / 100

Melee: 8 / 100

Focus: 12 /100

Firearms: 15 / 100

Piloting: 35 / 100




Unique Skills: LOCKED




Abilities: 




Identify: Active




Aeton had excelled, of course most of that was the pressure he felt being the older brother, even if it was only ten months. He had trained night and day to make sure that his piloting and firearms were above his brothers, and intelligence came natural to him. Considered a prodigy by the Aggregate, Aeton's intelligence made him one in one hundred thousand. 

At level 30 humans were able to unlock unique skills, powers that tapped into the system. Humans that did so were promoted to serve under the Aggregate more directly taking positions on faraway worlds, working hand in hand with the other more respected species the system deemed worthy. Sometimes it seemed to both Eli and Aeton that their parents had been right, humanity was still being controlled and tested. Knowing that was possible only ended up making the brothers' determination that much stronger. The only exception to locked unique skills came in the form of short term augments: Smoke, Fire, Juice, and Jet, each one unlocked a random power, unpredictable, dangerous, and deadly. 

Aeton currently had three smoke, two juice, and one fire on him. 




****

"Darkness up ahead," Eli noted. 

"Try not to fall ass over kettle this time," Aeton grunted. 

Eli and Aeton had been walking for half an hour. Aeton stopped. Taking a break against a large pipe,he started to take off his helmet. Eli decided to do the same. Breathing in the unfiltered alien air for the first time. The two brothers looked similar, tall, pale, nearly translucent skin as a result of living in space in artificial light, red around their flattened dark brown eyes, square jawed, slight facial hair, sideburns. The biggest difference between the two was that Aeton had long jet black hair he kept in a bun while Eli had short blonde hair, buzzed on the sides and facial hair that was even lighter in color.  

"We're going to be legends after this," Aeton smiled. 

"Taking down a whole system-wannabe by ourselves, sure, maybe they'll even give us some medals with our names on them," Eli joked. "If I hit level 13 before the day is over I'll be happy," he added sincerely. 

"I'll be there before you, I'll let you know what its like," Aeton smirked. 

"You know they used to think 13 was unlucky," Eli said. 

"They used to think humans were alone in the universe too and look at us now,” Aeton shrugged, holding out his hand to the obvious. 

"Jink!" Eli shouted, pushing his brother out of the way of a blue beam of energy. A large assault drone, level 15, was standing in front of them, having moved silently through the darkness.

"How did we miss," Aeton stopped, fired his rifle, his voice cut away as the sound of gunfire echoed around them. 

Neither brother had cover as they moved from left to right trying to dodge the drone's poor aim. 

"Smoke," Eli shouted. 

"Not yet," Aeton growled, pulling a piece of clay from his flak vest. It was an unwritten rule that you only popped smoke or fire when all out of other resources. Smoke when you wanted to retreat, fire when there was nothing left to lose. Aeton tossed the danger clay in the air and shot it just in front of the drone. The blast shook the entire corridor as the brothers ducked with their arms up covering their faces. Aeton activated a small shield that lasted for about five seconds, just enough to save them from leftover debris and shrapnel. 

"Doesn't work against energy shields but metal junk," he smiled. 

"That was our last charge," Eli noted. 

"Can't help that you dumped the ship back in the sky," Aeton smiled. It was true, Eli had before ejecting dumped much of his gear across the surface of Terris, all on the whim that his allies might find it before the enemy. 

"Even angels need a hand now and then," Eli smirked. 

"I copy, still, would have helped if you had managed to hit bingo rather than crunch completely."

"Not like I had a choice, don't get bent." 

"Can't bend what's broken," Aeton smiled again. Ever since Eli could remember his brother had excelled at everything he tried. Eli was top of his class but second to his brother by a stretch. Despite that, even he knew his brother's insults were in jest. Aeton had his pick of assignments and pilots he could fly by, many of them the best, but there was never anyone else he wanted, he wouldn't even take a promotion if it meant leaving his brother behind to fly solo, or worse. 

"I think there is another one coming, hear that?" Eli said, holding up his left hand, the two brothers didn't have time to bicker. 

"Looks like the wires know we're here," Aeton grimaced. 

"Got another shield?" Eli asked. 

"No, I lost three of them in the air."

"And you were giving me a hard time." 

"Do I need to remind you how long you wet the bed?" 

"Don't bother, I'm wetting the floor now." 

“Prang freak," Aeton laughed. 

Eli had been right. Two more drones were approaching from in front of them, separating their way down to the next corridor. 

"Take aim," Aeton ordered. 

Eli knelt and then got into a prone position. 

"Aim for the core, chest center, if we hit it at the same time we should be able to stop its tracks," Aeton added. 

"Copy," Eli answered him. Both brothers took a deep breath and watched as two drones emerged into the blue hue of the tunnels before them. They fired the moment it was in range, timing their shots in unison. The chest of the first drone buckled as it was hit repeatedly by their bullets. As the center exposed itself it ignited into a fiery blast consuming itself and damaging the second drone behind it. 

"Get a look," Aeton began to stand. The second drone had its visual cortex damaged and was attacking the wall. Blasts of energy ricochet back towards it, breaking its body further before it turns and sets its sight on its real targets. Of course by that time it was too late, Aeton was standing close-range and fired straight into the drones core. 

A second shield ignited around Aeton. Lasting five-seconds. 

"I thought you said you were out?" Eli groaned. 

"I forgot about that one, rigged it to my flight suit before launch, thought it was a dud when it didn't go off earlier in the air," Aeton smiled. 

"So you just risked getting fragged?" 

"I had faith," Aeton smiled, "I had faith." 

"Faith in what? Not like the System Lords are here to keep us safe, not that they would care anyway, I'm surprised we didn't just glass this planet from the surface, would have made this job a hell of a lot easier," said Eli. 

"We can't glass habitable worlds, think about it, this could be a new human colony," Aeton argued. 

"Could be, more likely they'll clear it of Terris and give it to the Aggregate, maybe they'll make another shipyard."

"More likely a paradise planet," Aeton smiled. 

"Doesn't matter as long as they put up statues of us right?" 

Not even Eli could wipe off the smug smile Aeton was wearing across his face. "Only way they'll put up a statue of your face up is if it turns into a junkyard."

"Like I said, should have glassed it." 

"We could have spent winter here snowboarding in radiation suits." 

"There are enough mountains." 

"Not as many as Earth," Aeton argued. 

"No continental drift, this world is one big island paradise," Eli answered. 

"More like they built their world on the back of some dead husk." 

"Think so? I didn't catch that in any of our briefings."

"Thought it was pretty obvious, the whole world reeks of death, might be habitable but feels like a resting place for giants." 

"Makes you wonder." 

"Wonder what?" 

"Old Earth legends, people once believed the land, the mountains especially, were made from dead giants."

"And the rivers spilled from their veins, blah blah blah. Earth was a paradise we took for granted. It took us what a few hundred years to turn our tree of life into firewood, into smoking kindle." 

"Least we don't have to worry about that anymore." 

"Yeah, could have been worse, could have grown up down there." 

"Wouldn't know the sky from the ocean." 

The two brothers nodded in agreement. Eli hadn't paid attention but Aeton had. The planet Terris had once been a water world, it was hundreds of thousands of years ago that a massive creature fell from space, died, and its body became the land. The Terris looked like crab people because they literally crawled out of the sea. Feeding on a space-giant's corpse had granted them intelligence, power, and attracted the attention of the system, testing them, pushing them to their limits. It took them less than five years to come together, to worship the system as their god. In return they now slaved away, attempting to create their own god in the form of AI. Eli and Aeton were crawling through what remained of a giant dead husk turned alien dungeon, the combination of death and decay reborn. 

"Why do you think they are doing it?" Eli asked. 

"Does it matter?" 

"Not really, but why defy the system, worst, why try to recreate it?" 

"Maybe they want to improve it, maybe they really believe it's from the gods and want to harness their powers for themselves. Maybe they think they are making it a friend. It doesn't matter. We can't allow the AI to make it off this world," Aeton answered, changing out his magazine. 

"You're right," Eli said. He readied his rifle. Another drone was approaching. "1 o'clock." 

Eli and Aeton fired. Eli ran out of bullets as his brother continued to fire. The drone approached, it seemed faster, more technologically evolved than the other three they destroyed. The drone's core was protected by an extra layer, one that even after Eli replaced his magazine the brothers were unable to penetrate. 

"Wire," Eli shouted, pulling a thin piece of rope, as thick as a guitar string, with a small pendant attached to one end, out of his pocket. 

Aeton smiled as Eli tossed the pendant piece to him. The two brothers lifted their arms holding one end of the wire up in the air as the drone rushed them. It was moving too fast to slow down, planning to get behind them and fire shots of its own. It thought it was being strategic. 

The wire ripped through the drone's body, tearing it into two halves that slid one over the top of the other. 

"Nice assist," Eli smiled. The wire, heated, began to burn up in the air. 

"Got another?" 

"Only had one on me. Thought it was fishing line when I packed it," Eli stated with a smile across his face. He watched the wire wither away like a spider's web in morning light. 

"Still obsessed with fishing?" Aeton asked, laughing. Since childhood Eli had an obsession with fishing. Not something he had thought about in years, however, the crab-soldiers of Terris made him think of the crabs that lived in biomes on Lagrange-04. Fish and crabs were a rare treat he thought fondly off, something he missed from his childhood. That and it tasted much better than the nutrient rich slope he had grown used to eating since joining the Aggregate's military. 

"Not obsessed, just you know, would be better than fighting all the time." 

"Fighting is what we do, we're human."

"Humans also fish." 

"Catch and release?" Aeton asked. 

"Depends. I wouldn't eat crab, not after seeing the Terris." 

"You know there are fish-like species in the Aggregate that might look down on your dream."

"There are plenty of species in the Aggregate that have eaten humans," Eli snapped back. 

"Really surprised them when the sentient steak ascended huh," Aeton grinned. 

"We're nearly there," Eli smiled. 

"Intel didn't give much for us to go on, are you sure?" 

Eli nodded, "Nearing downtown." 

"Hand signals from here," Aeton nodded in return. 

As if the two brothers had signaled some kind of trap, three more high-tech drones came barreling down the tunnels. 

Eli and Aeton fired, this time they aimed for the drones visual cortex, damaging one causing it to attack the other. The second drone tore its attacker apart with ease. 

"Smoke!" Eli shouted. 

Ducking down, Aeton grinned, weighing the few options they had. There was no way around it. Reaching into his pocket he grabbed out a small gray circular pill and quickly swallowed it. 

Aeton felt a fire rush over his veins as his skin burned from the inside out. There was no literal fire consuming his body though there was an opaque glow around him that mirrored the motions of flames. He sheathed his rifle around his back and began running towards the drone. Frantic blasts of energy rippled away like a stone tossed into a lake, dissipating completely around Aeton's body. When he reached the first drone he slammed his fist down into its circular body, echoing that of Eli's attack on the Terris ship from before. The drone stopped moving completely and Aeton turned, his face red, eyes bloodshot. Smiling he slammed his hands together and a large fireball erupted forward in front of him. It swallowed the other two drones like a red hot tidal wave. 

"On my six," Aeton growled, his voice was deeper than it would have naturally been, slightly muffled by the energy glowing around his body, 

The two brothers only had a limited amount of time now before the smoke burned through all of Aeton's body. Creating a shield of energy in front of them Aeton cleared another drone followed by another along with several unlucky Terris soldiers. 

Eli had started a timer the moment Aeton swallowed the smoke. Most effects lasted about fifteen minutes, twenty tops. Anything more than that the body typically burned up and fell apart. It took the brother's ten minutes to reach the Aberrant AI data core. 

"Is that it?" Eli asked. The two brothers were standing at the edge of an abyss. 

"I thought it was only four levels down?" Aeton growled. Angry that once again it seemed they had been given bad intel. 

"This pit, I think it's considered one level, look," Eli pointed to a yellow set of stairs and an elevator, most likely left over from the construction crews that had made the metal pit. It reminded Eli of a large mine shaft. 

Aeton grabbed a flare from one of his pockets, it was about the size of his hand until he snapped it and threw it into the pit. The entire shaft glowed with a white hue as they saw the data core, connected by four bridges floating center of the pit. 

"Must be a couple hundred yards, be careful not to trip," Aeton grunted. A moment later, his body still smoking with power, and five minutes left, Aeton jumped. 

"Idiot," Eli sighed to himself. Unable to follow, he began to take the long way down to the data core, sprinting as fast as he could. 

Eli arrived several minutes later at the bridge connecting the stairs to the Aberrant AI's mainframe. It looked like a giant metal egg, wrapped in wires and tubes, shimmering as if time was somehow distorted around it. Aeton was standing there, staring at it. Several broken drones were resting scattered in pieces of the bridge, most of their parts though had fallen into the dark pit below them. 

"What I even come down for," Eli grunted. 

Aeton was silent. 

"Yo, bro, what are you waiting for? Let's destroy this thing and get AGL, we might even be able to make it back to the Space Boss before the sun sets on this planet," Eli muttered. 

Aeton continued to stand there, staring inside a circular window, at the AI's core, like he wasn't even listening. 

"Bro, what's your malfunction?" Eli growled, annoyed that his brother was just standing there in a daze. 

"Alone, we were suppose to be alone," Aeton whispered. "This, why is this, why, this doesn't make sense." 

"Aeton, are you?" 

Aeton turned, still shimmering as the smoke worked its way though his body, he looked like he was crying. A few seconds passed as Eli stared at him in silence. He was scared for his brother, but also scared because for the first time in his life he felt alone. 

"I'm ok, let's get this..." Aeton's body stopped glowing. The smoke wore off as Aeton stopped talking again, staring back inside the egg-shaped AI. This time Eli was sure that his brother was crying and he moved to take a look inside the metal egg himself. Sighing, Eli stepped forward and pressed his brother aside. Inside the egg-shaped core was a yellow liquid. And inside the yellow liquid was a young woman. 

"We're not alone," Aeton muttered. 


Chapter 3




E-308




Eli, 27, level 22, sat alone on the edge of a rock holding a fishing line. Pulling back his wooden rod, he breathed in the warm air that surrounded him, and cast. A smile crept up his lips as he watched it go forty, maybe fifty feet into the open blue water. It was mid-day and he was miles away from the nearest habitat and had spent the early parts of the morning hiking to this, his favorite spot, to be alone with his thoughts. 

Eli's line moved, slowly at first, something teasing it below the surface. A moment later the line tugged and exploded. Eli pulled back, slipping the bail tight on his reel and quickly adjusting his drag, which he had noticed was too loose. Quickly as the line began to tense Eli began to reel, feeling the foot begin to break. 

"It's a big one!" he smiled. Again, he pulled back on the reel as if he would somehow lift whatever was on the other end of the line out of the water up into the air and over his head. He thought of images he had found browsing the net as a child, the photographs of fishermen who had lived on Earth, hundreds of years ago. His smile grew as he thought about carrying on their legacy now, fishing on alien worlds. 

'This is it, the big one,' he thought. Eli continued to wind up the line spool as quickly as he could, it took five minutes but he caught sight of the beast at the other end of his line. A massive piece of wood. The usual. 

Eli cursed under his breath, sighed, and cut his line. E-308 was the 307th human habitat, a world similar to Earth that had once been covered by massive forests, forests now buried at most thirty feet below the surface. There were no oceans on this world, only a massive sea that had once been a forest, still occupied by its previous inhabitants as well as the rare fish that had been brought to the shallow sea. Before coming here Eli had thought he’d be retiring to a fisherman’s paradise. Turns out it was every fisherman’s worst nightmare. Catching any fish, big or small, would be a source of great pride and Eli was determined to spend all day trying.  

Turning to his side Eli looked at his tackle box and grabbed another one of a thousand lines he had brought with him. This was the hundredth or so he had broken this way, this season alone. 

While rigging his pole with a new line the waves began to wave. The humming of a drop ship could be heard around Eli as he sighed again. He stopped what he was doing and began packing his tackle box, folding his pole down so that it tucked nicely inside. 

A few minutes passed before the waves were back to normal. Eli hadn't seen the drop ship but he knew it had landed close by. Someone had come searching for him. 

"Nothing I hate more than people," he muttered. Eli stood up, grabbing his tackle box and began walking back towards the trail that would lead him back to his small cabin. One he had built alone. 

He stayed clear of the open spaces he knew a drop ship could land, hoping that whoever had come looking for him wouldn't be able to find him. He thought maybe he could spend a few days camping opposite the cabin, maybe one of the caves. If Eli knew anything it was how to survive without the necessities and supplies he had laying around at home. 

There was no escaping fate. Eli wasn't even halfway home when a bullet ripped through the trees and caught the bark in front of him. 

Eli placed his tackle box on the ground, sighed, and lifted up his hands. Several human soldiers, in black suits, came out of the wood. Their bodies previously camouflaged. 

"Stealth suits, nice touch. Guess the drop ship was a diversion," Eli muttered. He looked around, counting the soldiers as they approached him with their rifles drawn. 

"Seven, no eight, a sniper," he smirked. 

The moment one was too close for comfort he turned. Eli grabbed their rifle and side-stepped as they fired a tranquilizer dart into another. Breaking their arm the soldier dropped. Eli dropped at the same time and swept the legs out from a third, grabbing their rifle as they fell forward. Standing up Eli used the rifle to fire a tranquilizer into the four that were left and the three on the ground. Giving one a double dose. 

Eli waited, he was a hundred percent sure that there was a sniper, it wouldn't make sense for them to send seven unless they severely underestimated him.

A tranq dart burst through the trees and hit another trunk. Eli smiled. He knew he was actually lucky that the sniper had been a bad shot. Turning to see where the dart had come from he held up his own stolen rifle and aimed down the sight. He could barely make out the sniper, a blur on the horizon, closer than Eli imagined. Eli fired three shots, slightly excess as the second hit his target's cheek causing them to go down instantly. Still, he had no choice, knowing it was the random bursts of wind that messed up the sniper's original shot and kept Eli from laying on the ground. 

"Too bad you're not this good at fishing," a familiar voice, young, female, echoed around him coming from one of the soldiers' comms. 

"The Aggregate put my brother and I through worse in basic," Eli answered. 

"Nice to see you haven't slowed down," the voice said. 

"I've only gotten faster, you wouldn't believe the XP you get for catching fish on this planet," Eli joked. He recognized the female voice. 

"Gaff, this backwater world? You have to be kidding," the voice answered. 

"What can I do for you, Foxfire?" Eli asked. 

"Blunt as usual, Aggregate has a job for you, can we talk?" 

"Sorry, my fun meter is pegged." 

"I promise this is worth it," FoxFire, the voice on the comm, pleaded. 

"Alright bug, let me hear you," Eli sighed. All he wanted was to go back to his cabin, make one of his frozen dinners, hit the bags in his basement and go lights out so he could try fishing again tomorrow. Unfortunately, fate has a weird way of tracking one down. Even if that means it has to fly halfway across the galaxy and through a dimensional tear to E-308, a planet known for its seas of trees, vibrant blue skies, and firewood. 

"This is something I think we should discuss in person, maybe a beer?" 

"I don't drink," Eli answered. 

"Coffee?" 

"There isn't a single cup on this planet."

"This really is a backwater world huh."

"Cut the..."

"We found your brother," Foxfire answered. 




Eli fell silent. 








Chapter 4




Go Juice




"Prang," Aeton said, a second later he slammed his fist against the metal egg. The whole mission had come crashing down. Eli continued to stare inside, the woman, floating in the yellow liquid, had blonde hair and blue eyes, she was almost completely naked except for several wraps around her body, covering the grafts of several wires and tubes that were floating off her. She looked thin, kept alive by feeding tubes that led directly into her stomach. All across her body Eli could see dozens of scars, very precise incisions where she had alien tech grafted into her skin. 

"What is this?" Eli shuddered to think. "A hostage?" 

"Look at the back of the head, top of the spine," Aeton muttered. 

Eli looked and saw a thin metal arm that seemed jammed into the back of the woman's neck. 

"That's the Aberration," Aeton corrected him. 

"That's not AI, that's a human, or..." Eli paused, lying to himself, "some kind of alien that looks human, maybe an illusion." 

"Use your eyes, your ability," Aeton bared his teeth. 

Eli took a deep breath and used identify on the woman inside the oval sphere. Aeton had been right. 

"Human, Gaia-2, Level 31, that can't be," Eli stated. 

"I wondered why our race was Gaia-3, now we know. Our Earth isn't the only one that ascended," Aeton said. 

"It has to be a mistake."

"The system doesn't make mistakes, not only that but you can't trick an ability like Identify, sure some targets can hide their level but that's the extent of it, nothing like this," Aeton was furious. 

"We don't know anything for sure," Eli started. 

"We know the Aggregate used us, directed us like we're a pack of dogs. Maybe we're actually wolves, maybe..." 

"Does it matter?" Eli stated. He felt like he was using Aeton's words against him. All that mattered was the mission. This human was a threat, it wasn't like this was the first time either. Eli and Aeton had taken out groups of human rebels before. Anyone that defied the Aggregate, the system, was an enemy. It didn't matter if they were dogs, you never bite the hand that feeds. Eli and Aeton both understood that, and had since before they joined the Aggregate's military forces. Even the people of Lagrange, above the surface of Earth, were part of the population they had devoted their lives to protecting, this woman, whatever she was, wherever she was from, wasn't as important as keeping the order. 

"Of course it fraking matters," Aeton shouted. Balling his hand into a fist again. He began looking around for a way inside the egg. 

Eli understood. The mission had changed. This wasn't an AI like they had been told. 

"Okay, this is a rescue op now," Eli nodded, "let's get her out." 

Aeton found the line of a hatch, no knob, no way to open it. Taking a breath he popped a juice capsule and his muscles expanded outward. Digging his fingernails between the sealed lines of the egg he began to scrap the sealer the Terris had used to seal their prisoner. Slow at first as his nails dug deeper into the crevice. 

"It's not enough," Aeton's frustration started to get the better of him. He stepped back, searching the egg for another way inside. There was nothing. On a whim he decided to pop the second capsule of juice he had, his muscles expanding even more outward as his mass, and strength increased. He was stronger than any human that had ever lived and still struggling. 

"Don't burnout," Eli said. He tried his best to calm his brother. Only when he looked at Aeton now did he see a completely different person, one of determination, of pride, and defeat. 

Banging his fists against the egg Aeton finally managed to make a dent and the sealed hatch started leaking. Digging his fingers back into the crests between the hatch and the egg itself Aeton screamed in pain, his nails breaking as the tips of his fingers buried themselves between the metal cracks. He dug deeper. Blood ran down Aeton's palm as the seal tried its best to hold itself together, putting immense pressure over his finger-tips like they were caught between the inside of a metal door frame. He held his grip, pulling with all his strength until finally he was able to tear open the hatch with his bare hands. 

"What if we can't move her," Eli noted. 

"We'll figure it out, help me," Aeton demanded.

The woman watched them the whole time, as they looked at her through the porthole and now as the door pulled itself open. She began squirming, ripping out the tubes in her stomach first, followed by the wires in her arm as the water drained around her and she hung by her neck, attached to the metal arm, feet dangling in the air.  

Eli and Aeton could hear her scream as she ripped off the mask and long tube that flailed like a living creature that had been living in her lungs. 

Aeton reached his hand inside. "We've got you, hang on," he cried. 

She reached her hands back, trying to pry herself loose from the metal arm. She threw her body in the air like a frenzied animal, screaming in their language, crying out, "help," again and again. Her dialect wasn't dissimilar to their own, though her voice was higher than either imagined. The strange woman wasn't much older than either of the brothers Eli noticed as he went to pull on the hatch with his brother. He stepped back for a second to confirm again with his own eyes that the woman was human, level 31. That meant she had unlocked at least one special skill. Of course, had it been anything useful she wouldn't be a prisoner like this.  

The woman was terrified. Fighting against the arm like it was a monster, she barely managed to move a few inches when she felt a tear at the back of her neck, against her spine. She stopped cold. Blood poured out her eyes as her body stopped flailing around. With the last of her strength she reached her arm outward towards Eli and Aeton. The brothers went numb as her hand dropped to her side. A moment later the juice running through Aeton's veins burned out and he fell to his knees, staring into the egg… at the young woman's body as it hung like a rag doll, held by an arm attached to the back of her broken spine. 




Mission Update: Destroy Aberrant AI - Mission Success! 

Reward: 300 XP







Between the XP gained from killing the drones and a successful mission Aeton hit level 13. 


Chapter 5




Longshot




"Where is he?" Eli asked as he stared at FoxFire, sitting in the living room of his cabin. She was younger than Eli, about 25, level 22 as well. She had black shoulder length hair with red streaks, an athletic body, and like Aeton and Eli she was tall. There was a time when they first met that Eli had thought FoxFire was an angel rather than human. He had even tried using it as a pickup line with her once. It worked, but only because she had found him just as attractive. Eli had always thought she was the most beautiful woman he had ever met. As he cast his gaze upon her now, sharing tea, he couldn't help but listen to her every word, wishing this was a friendlier visit. 

Unlike Aeton and Eli, FoxFire came from one of the outer colonies, an up and coming planet known as Areal, E-21, a paradise planet. Rather than follow in her family's footsteps of serving the Aggregate's wants, FoxFire decided to enlist and serve them another way. Eli couldn't help but wonder if the rest of the humans of that world looked as beautiful as she was. 'Eugenics' Eli thought, time and again. There was no way the Aggregate weren't playing with our DNA, turning us into soldiers, dolls, and more. 

In battle FoxFire was ruthless, never holding back. She was an expert in firearms and hand to hand combat and had even laid Eli out a few times in the ring. She was one of the few that remembered what happened on Terris. Fighting on the surface while Eli and his brother made their way underground. She saw the horror firsthand on their faces as they emerged from the depths, and she was also the first to ask what happened, why the Terris had laid down their firearms. She was also one of the first Eli told the truth too. 

"I don't actually have that information on hand," FoxFire said. She sipped some tea Eli had made from one of the plants on the planet's surface. He had previously made a joke about it having three times the caffeine as coffee as well as three times the bitterness. 

"Then why come to me?" Eli asked. 

"Wasn't my choice, if it was you wouldn't be hearing any of this." 

Eli lifted his eyebrow. He wasn't upset that FoxFire would keep secrets from him, just simply curious. 

"You're retired right?" she asked. 

"Honorably discharged but basically the same thing. Aggregate gave me Eli's half of the reward for taking out Overdrive," Eli paused. "For what we did." He stopped. Trying to choose his next words carefully. He wasn't sure if FoxFire was wired, maybe this whole thing was a trap. 

"You know they split with the Terris. Gave them a seed ship and sent them into the void. Took the planet for themselves, renamed it Preem, and turned it into a paradise planet." 

"Ironic," Eli smirked. 

"Expected. Still kind of funny to think of all the happening on top of that rotting corpse." 

"Love making in a graveyard," Eli stated. 

"Yeah, we lost a lot of good people that day," FoxFire sighed. 

"My brother among them." 

"Missing in action. Nothing more or less. We made sure of that." 

"Yeah, missing in action," Eli tried to smile but couldn't. The lie was too perfect, one he had convinced himself of. 

"So I'm here to bring you back into the pack. I know you didn't quit right away, ran some black op missions for the Aggregate, you should really be honest with me," FoxFire smiled. "You don't hit level 24 fishing." 

"You could," Eli smirked. 

"On this world? You'd have to grind for a thousand years." 

"Maybe back on Earth." 

"Ever been?" FoxFire lifted her eyebrow. She had been following Eli's career, digging up his secrets, studying the missions he had been on since the incident on Terris, since he went solo. She missed him. There wasn't a day that went by that she didn't hate him for leaving. That hate had turned into something more now though, a longing, a burning. 

"Never got the chance, they don't just let anyone go back." 

"Heard the natives have gone feral. The villages that are left are living in a new dark age, staring up at the stars, wondering why their gods have abandoned them." 

"We did though," Eli answered. 

"The humans of Earth chose to stay."

"Their ancestors chose to stay." 

"We all do what we think is best for family." FoxFire smiled. The conversation turned into silence. Both Eli and FoxFire stared at one another, searching for a spark. "Why, why did you leave us?" 

"I wanted to understand," Eli said. 

"You could never understand a thousand worlds, even if you spent all your life trying."

"It wasn't them I wanted to understand, it was the system. I thought leveling up would bring me some answers. Maybe if I played by their rules they would let me in."

"And did they?" 

"No," Eli answered. 

"According to the Aggregate you're still enlisted, a career soldier, a good one that lives and dies by the book." 

"That never changed." 

"But do you still have faith?" 

"As long as they have humanity's best interests at heart, who am I to judge," Eli answered. 

"That was the answer I was looking for," FoxFire smiled. 

"You aren't here to question my beliefs. Tell me, what is the mission?" 

"To find your brother of course." 

"You said you already found him." 

"Well... not exactly. We found traces of his DNA in a crime scene in Diamond City."

"Earth-03? Eli asked. 

"That's the one, Earth-03, Diamond City, one of the first worlds gifted to humanity after the ascension," FoxFire smiled. “A city made to shine.”

"So what does that mean?" 

"It means we have our first lead. I have a team trying to track him now, we think he's being held prisoner by a group known as Diaspora." 

"You mean you think he's started his own resistance, leading a group called Diaspora," Eli stated, reading between the lines. He felt FoxFire was making it too obvious. She didn't say anything about it. 

"We need you," FoxFire said after a short moment of silence. 

Eli took a minute, breathing in as he thought over the few reasons the Aggregate might want him to go after his brother. It seemed obvious that they were testing his loyalty. He had spent two years now living on E-308, and despite his relaxing demeanor had never really felt like it was home. There was no reason for the Aggregate to suspect him of being disloyal though, despite his faith in them being distorted, despite being treated like they were dogs, he still believed they were doing what was best for humanity. 

"I'll need to think about it, feels wrong somehow, going after my own brother," Eli said. 

"Yeah, the Aggregate really like their trials and tribs," FoxFire smiled. 

"Do you really believe that?" Eli grinned. 

"Of course I do. You think I don't know they are keeping things from us? I'm no child. Nor am I some ignorant adult. I know we're out there getting our hands dirty while they reap the rewards. Since our ascension you know how many worlds we've helped annex for them?" 

Eli stopped, he didn't have any clue.

"One-Thousand, two-hundred and three" FoxFire answered. 

Eli had to stop himself from gasping. It was far more than he imagined but it had been a few hundred years since humanity's ascension. Since the first wolves became dogs of war. 

"If I say no you could just order me," Eli said. 

"I could, but that could be wrong. Your brother is a war hero. The Aggregate want him back. If you can convince him to come back..."

"And if I can't, I have to kill him."  

FoxFire nodded. Eli understood now, probably better than she did why he had been asked to join her on this journey. The Aggregate was putting together a team of the ones closest to Aeton. Dogs blending with wolves until they are close enough to strike. Eli also knew that if he chose not to go the Aggregate would see him as a potential threat. The next squad to come after him wouldn't be using tranq darts, they'd be assassins. The Aggregate would make a martyr out of him either way. A war hero killed by his terrorist brother. The only choice he had was to play their game. 

"I have a drop ship, Alert-5."

"I know, I heard it land," Eli pointed out the obvious. 

"Of course." Foxfire took another sip of bitter tea. She actually felt like she was beginning to enjoy the taste. 

"I'll play. First, tell your sniper to stand down," Eli muttered. He stood up and looked outward at the window. He had seen the shine of a rifle in a tree since before FoxFire entered his home. He had also poisoned her tea. 

FoxFire sighed. "Longshot, stand down," she whispered. Eli smiled at the name, Longshot was another old friend. Dreadlocks, beard, and two cybernetic eyes. Longshot could tap straight into his rifle's sight and had greater accuracy than any human Eli had ever met. So far he felt like this was more of a family reunion than a death sentence. 

"Here's this," he said, taking out a small capsule from his pocket. 

"What is it?" she asked. 

"The antidote to the poison in your tea," Eli smiled. 

"Bastard, always have to have the last laugh," she growled, taking the antidote and swallowing it whole. Eli himself took one himself. 

"You poisoned yourself?" she asked. 

"Did you like the tea?" 

"It wasn't bad, a bit bitter," she said. She ignored the fact that Eli had poisoned her. She wasn't mad, she had actually expected it. 

"Humans can only drink it when they have an antidote, it's a poison the Aggregate uses to kill lesser species," Eli answered. 

"What's it called?" 

"Cinder." 





Chapter 6




S.A.R.




"She was human," Aeton muttered, his lips parched, he was still leaning against the hatch of the metal egg. The Aberrant AI was defeated and he had finally, after pushing himself for six months, hit level 13. He imagined hitting the unlucky numbers with a celebration, a bottle of whiskey, maybe a private flight for himself to one of the paradise planets. 

Not here, not like this. Aeton never imagined he would spend it staring at the body of a dead woman, hanging by her spine, held by a metal arm, naked flesh dripping with blood and other bodily fluids. She wasn't the first dead human he had seen and he knew she wouldn't be the last, but this time there was something different. She had been a prisoner, taken from wherever the hell she had been from by the Terris and turned into a piece of wetwork, a living breathing computer. It wasn't an unfamiliar concept. Aeton had seen a dozen Aggregate species use living starships, organic weapons, even organic computers before. Most species claimed the wetwork systems couldn't feel anything, and yet, here was this woman, begging to be saved, not even realizing that she was ending her own life as she stretched her hand outward. Aeton and his brother had also killed human rebels before, but this time, this woman, she wasn't a rebel. She was crying for help. 




"It's over," Eli whispered. He placed his hand over his brother's shoulder. He had never seen Aeton so distraught. It was strange to him, to see his older brother show so much weakness. He regretted that it didn't happen more often, that despite how close he felt to him he couldn't comprehend his feelings, the overwhelming emotions running through Aeton's head. Eli himself couldn't grasp what he was feeling either, or why. All he cared about now was being strong, for his older brother. 

Eli thought about one of their earlier missions, when the two brothers were fresh. They dropped down on a desert world. One that looked like a post-apocalyptic nightmare. Cities that once stood tall had been buried in sand and the people, the human colonists, were blaming the Aggregate. Peaceful at first. Nothing but a few pickets and petitions. Eli and Aeton played the role of enforcers, not pilots. Cadets with loaded guns. They were tasked with guarding one of the refining factories. They’d built barricades, walls made from scavenged ships, concrete, metal, and barbed wire. They’d set up a camp that would last them for months. 

Nothing they did kept the protesters from taking pot shots at them with air rifles and varmint guns. Weapons that were useless against the enforcer’s alien armor. Most of the time the two brothers played cards, music, even their captain was a bass player and had scavenged some instruments for them. They’d stay up late when they weren’t on duty singing songs of the old world. Sometimes they swore they could hear the rebels outside, chanting along. They’d even spent nights dressed in casuals going into town, gambling at the smaller taverns, bedding locals. Always careful not to get caught. Everything seemed fine until one day someone shot off more than a pellet. A grenade hit the wall and shit hit the fan. The Aggregate armor failed. Two soldiers were killed as people started climbing the wall. In the chaos more explosions rocked the courtyard. Someone from the other side had made their way into the refinery and set off a bomb. The enforcers, Aeton and Eli included, fired at the crowds. Bodies piled over the top of them until finally, like rushing water blocked by a fallen tree, they stopped coming. Several of the dead had been familiar faces. People Eli and Aeton could have called friends under different circumstances. 

Eli broke down. His rifle laid on the ground as he folded in on himself. There was nothing he could do to hold back his tears. It was Aeton who sat by his side and later insisted he and his brother help bury the dead. And for days after that all of them, soldiers and civilian alike, mourned, singing melancholy songs, lighting candles, and paying their respects to the dead. At that time all the humans on that world had one thing in common. The Aggregate, who prioritized the refinery over quality of life, had seen this coming. 

With the refinery gone the Aggregate abandoned the planet and the humans that lived there were moved to other worlds, other refineries, putting their skills to use were they were needed the most. The few that were left behind hid in the walls of abandoned skyscrapers and ruins. For some, this world was all they ever knew. Other were too scared to leave, afraid of the unknown that awaited them in the stars. Afraid of what living in space might do to them. They stayed behind still praying the Aggregate, would bring their technology back to their dusty world and terraform it into a paradise. For the Aggregate, who controlled thousands of worlds it was pointless. The desert world was one of a thousand resources too costly to maintain. The planet, still habitable, was put on lockdown. In a thousand or so years it might be worth looking at again but until then it was nothing. The castaways prayed to gods that didn’t exist and a week later Eli and Aeton were both reassigned, dropped on another world that needed their protection. 

Could this girl have been one of them? Eli wondered without saying anything aloud. He thought maybe his brother was thinking the same thing. How many worlds had been abandoned? How many colonists left behind? Was it fair to give them a choice if this was a possible outcome? Eli didn’t want to think about it. He’d buried so many bodies, cried so many tears. He’d spent too many nights with his head in his pillow. He couldn’t break, not now, not when his brother Aeton needed him most. 




****




"Delta, this is Bravo, are you two ok?" FoxFire's voice came through the comm.

"I thought comms weren't working?" Aeton said. He was surprised to hear someone else's voice. Eli on the other hand was glad someone had finally broken through the silence surrounding them, the thoughts that echoed in his head as he stared at the young woman. 

"Maybe with the AI gone..."

"The girl, the human girl," Aeton corrected him.

"With the girl gone the Terris no longer have a working system," Eli said. 

"Eli, Aeton? Are you guys alright? We're sending a team.."

"We're alive, a little beaten up but fine," Aeton quickly answered. 

"You're not going to tell them?" Eli asked in surprise. 

"Tell them what? AI was actually a human, turns out there might be another Earth in the multiverse? We were lied to," Aeton growled. Aeton sat back with his head against the busted up hatch. He knew they hadn't been lied to. No one ever asked if there were other humans in the Aggregate, or even whether there were other Earths that had ascended, or as both Eli and Aeton believed now, had failed in their ascension. The problem wasn’t a lie, it was that no one had bothered to ask any questions… at least no one that Eli or Aeton had heard of. Both brothers knew the Aggregate had their secrets, but why keep something like this hidden? Why tell them it was an AI? 

"We don't know, it could have still been some kind of mis..."

"The System that's embedded in our heads, hardwired into our DNA doesn't make mistakes. The Aggregate might but the system is as much a part of the natural order as gravity." Aeton was right. The system, despite its many flaws lacked any kind of will of its own. It was neither good nor evil, it just was. The Aggregate acted like they controlled it but they couldn't, they only came to welcome worlds like Earth into their fold because they followed it. The system was a tool, and like all tools it could be used for both good and bad. They were the keepers of the flame, but any fire, any size, has the potential to burn out of control under the right set of conditions. 

"I want to get this open," Eli said. 

"She's dead, why bother," Aeton growled. 

Eli stood silent. Aeton didn't respond. Eli instead lifted his rifle and began butting the edge of his rifle against the hatch. It was broken loose and it wasn't long before he was able to hit it hard enough to break the final seals. 

"Eli, Aeton, what's your position? We're preparing an infiltration team to extract you. The Terris are standing down but a small group broke off to enter inside the..." 

The comms cut off again. 

"Looks like they are coming for us," Aeton said. He watched as Eli crawled inside the metal egg. It was warm, far warmer than he expected it to be, and smelled like honeysuckle and lavender. Aeton followed behind his brother, both standing below the woman. 

Eli lifted his arm and checked her pulse. He had to be a hundred percent sure. Her skin was soft. No catalysts so she wasn’t a laborer or farmer. Her skin was too pale to be from a desert world. Looking around the back of her neck he could see where she had broken free of the arm's grip, and ripped apart a part of her spine, still attached to the mechanical arm by a strange alien glue. Studying it he realized there was no way, even with a surgeon, that they could have freed her. A large needle had been tapped into her nerves, bone, and twisted up into the back of her skull. The machine grafted to her body. 

Eli took his knife and slowly, thoroughly cut through the remaining tissue and glue until the woman fell into Aeton's arms. 

"There was never anything we could do," Eli stated. 

Aeton studied her, checking her body over and over trying to find something that would make her less human. 

"She wasn't a rebel," he said. 

"Look here," Eli pointed at stretch marks, 'tiger stripes', on her stomach. 

"Scars?" 

"No, tiger stripes," Eli noted. "Could have been from pregnancy or some kind of growing pains."

"No way to know without tests," Aeton pointed out. 

"Should we bring her with us?" 

"No, we'll send her off with the old ways," Aeton said. He took a piece of 'Fire' from his pocket. 

"You sure? We'll never get any answers," Eli wanted to make sure they weren't making a mistake. 

"I'm not expecting answers either way, but I can't leave her corpse to become subject to more experiments." 

Eli nodded. "We'll have about thirty-seconds to make our escape." 

Aeton nodded, placing the fire capsule into the woman's mouth. It was then that he noticed. Her canines looked like they had been filed down, sharpened. Aeton made a mental note of it and laid her body back down on the floor, crossed her arms as he felt her body temperature rise. The last thing he did was shut her eyes. 




FoxFire had been right. The Terris were coming for revenge. A small group of about twenty level 5’s. Nothing the two brothers couldn't handle. They stepped out of the metal egg just as it turned into a raging inferno. Fire capsules were a last resort, capable of turning a human's body into pure energy, the downside, it was a suicide pill, one that devoured and burned through the human body. 

Eli quickly examined his rifle. Double checking that he hadn't chucked it up too bad when using it to open the hatch. Lucky for him the dents were only aesthetic. Eli discharged the weapon's nearly depleted magazine and loaded a new one in its place. It felt like a waste of ammo at first but he knew once the firing started he was better off being prepared than giving them the few seconds it would take him to refill. 

"Keep one or two alive, I have questions," Aeton ordered. Taking his rifle Aeton did the same. Cracking his neck and loosening his shoulder. He held his rifle up, at the ready, preparing to fire the first shots between him, his brother, and the aliens coming their way. 




****




On the surface, FoxFire and the rest of the company began rounding up the pockets of Terris soldiers that had surrendered. At first they thought they were going to have a long drawn out battle of attrition as wave after wave of the enemy attempted to swarm them. As if all at once though, drones attacking them crashed from the sky and the majority of the Terris stopped. The sounds of the strange aliens pleading for their lives could be heard echoing throughout the top of the base. Most seemed especially harmless without their weapons. The ones that were falling back underground though, she knew they would be a problem. 

"Gaige, with me," she shouted. 

"Copy," Gaige, with her short red hair, black armor, and short stature turned to follow FoxFire down into the hole. FoxFire had weighed the odds, they were good, the two of them were top of their class back in their academy days, not quite as good as Aeton, but FoxFire herself was one standing above Eli in the ranks. FoxFire loved the competition though. She’d spent half her nights in the academy planning ways to tease and test Eli and the other half hooking up with him. Gaige on the other hand never had a like for any of the brothers. Respect yes, but she thought the two of them immature at times. 

When FoxFire joined she stood side by side with the brothers Eli and Aeton. Listening to the elders preach about the cataclysm, the ascension. Once long ago, human's ideals were skewed... blood and genocide, rape of indigenous people and slavery. It took hundreds of years and a cataclysm to bring the people of Earth together. Years and years of bloodshed as the Earth turned in on itself. FoxFire was a survivor, a descendant of madness, it was no wonder the Aggregate used humans like sharp instruments. And still, like a phoenix rising from ash, years of fire, chaos, and cultivation turned the Earth into a forge. The only reason humanity survived the apocalypse was because enough came together. The stronger ascended to the skies. We had to be stronger for it. Stronger for our weaknesses. 

FoxFire stood with her rifle at her side, telling herself again and again that she was strong. The past was filled with tragedies. The tragic outcome of a broken world. Even before the cataclysm and ascension humanity had begun to turn themselves around. Emancipation, civil rights, and the gradual meeting of divisions. Humanity has a high summit to climb but progress had been made. 

A Terris soldier walks around the corner. They are unarmed. FoxFire and Gaige fire, driven by instinct, fear. The Terris drops and several behind that had been preparing to surrender pick up their weapons from the ground. 

FoxFire and Gaige open fire. Clearing the level 3s out. 

"Were they being ordered by the elites to surrender?" Gaige asked, kicking the alien rifle away from one still extending its arm outward, trying to claw at the sky. It was possible, as both FoxFire and Gaige thought, that the low level Terris had been surrendering to create a diversion, to buy the elites time to get underground. Having to deal with prisoners would have cost Gaige and FoxFire time they didn't have. 

"We need a healer over here now, MedTag, Quad 6, three Terris," FoxFire said, analyzing the battlefield. 

"Why save them?" Gaige asked. 

FoxFire turned, "This could just as easily have been us." 

Gaige stopped. Looking down at the Terris, even she dwarfed over all of them. 

"Copy," said a voice through their comm. 

"FG, tunnels, CSAR, ETA 15" FoxFire said. 

The voice repeated, "Copy." 

Another few minutes passed as FoxFire and Gaige began trailing their enemy. Making their way past traps and tripwires. Lucky for them none of the underground bases security turrets seemed to be working, only the lights were still on, cycling through the last of the emergency power. 

The two soldiers came out a long hallway into an open underground hangar. They were following a different route than Eli and Aeton had taken to get to four levels down and now it was becoming obvious why. The Terris had built their underground base like a honeycomb hive, one that shifted in large blocks, connected by long pathways. 

"2 o'clock," Gaige shouted. She lifted her rifle. She didn't use a scope, but rather an advanced iron sight. She swore up and down that the scope was too big of a giveaway. "Ledge, 200 meters." 

Gaige didn't wait for FoxFire's command to fire, not that she had to. Besides playing teams this was more or less a free-for-all. They might as well have been fighting in a virtual battle royale back on ship. 

The Terris soldier fell and the others turned. Only a handful continued moving downward as the room around them began to shift and the floor below them opened up.

"Comms are down," FoxFire said. 

"Bugs jamming the signal," Gaige growled. Her and FoxFire took cover behind several crates. The Terris were terrible shots, blindly firing at the women as they timed their shots, picking them off one by one. Still, the Terris had bought their brethren enough time. The room began to shift again as the floor closed. 

"2 mile drop," Gaige said.

"Straightaway to level 4, our guys are down there." 

"Suicide drop."  

FoxFire bit her lip. She wasn't going to be able to help Eli and Aeton if she couldn't get to them. 

"Cover me," FoxFire smirked. 

"You idiot," Gaige protested too late. FoxFire jumped. Clipping her gun around her back as Gaige provided cover for her. She looked like she was jumping off a diving board until the floor to the first level closed just above her and she disappeared into the darkness. 

Continuing to fall, FoxFire popped a smoke and swallowed hard, trying her best to slow her descent. She had less than a minute before she would smack against a metal floor. They'd be picking up pieces of her, or worse she'd snap her neck, spine, and break her legs and arms in the crash, then it would be up to the enemy whether they let her lay in pain or gave her a quick death. 

She didn't have time for her life to flash before her eyes. She felt the power of the smoke she popped surge through her body. 

"Superhero landing," she smiled. She felt her muscles harden as time seemed to slow down. 

'I can do this,' FoxFire quietly began to mumble a mantra her mother had taught her years before she joined the Aggregate, ‘We are strong, we are on our way up the mountain, together we give strength to one another and rise.’

FoxFire let the energy surround her, she created a net, spreading wisps outward like a spider's web, catching onto anything and everything to slow her fall. The smoke was working. Cycling through her body. She turned with her back facing the ground as four wings made of blue ethereal smoke expanded outward. Just before she hit the ground she saw the Terris soldier's looking up, firing at her, the smoke continuing to act as a shield. Her adrenaline metabolized the smoke faster than she would have liked and she hit the ground like a boulder falling into a lake. A shockwave of energy spread out around her knocking the Terris back. 

FoxFire unclipped her rifle and started firing at the Terris in front of her, not noticing that this was the wrong level. Eli and Aeton weren't anywhere to be found. She had followed the wrong group of Terris into the dark. Thinking she had found a rabbit hole instead she was greeted by a snake. A giant, metal snake with jaws large enough to swallow her whole. 

The cybernetic snake creature emerged from the dark and began attacking her. Not even the smoke could save her ribs as the metal snake's tail wiped her against her side. The Terris retreated into one of the smaller corridors, sealing it behind them. FoxFire stood with about one minute of power left, wisps of red energy circling her arms and legs. 

FoxFire growled and began running towards the cybernetic serpent, firing at its head as she moved. At the last minute as the metal snake began to strike she threw her rifle down on the ground and leapt through the air. She grabbed hold of the snake's metal tooth, pulled, and ripped it backwards, breaking it apart and with the last few seconds of smoke running its course she slammed the sharp metal tooth down into the top of the snake's cybernetic brain. The serpent fell and FoxFire rolled across the ground. 

"Prang," she cried, her ankle twisted. 




****




Aeton fired. There were less Terris than he imagined coming through the corridor. The two brothers fired in three round bursts as the enemy paraded their way towards them. When the bodies started piling up the Terris began tossing explosives their way. It did nothing but line the walls with blood and body parts. Enough to make the brothers want to hurl. 

Timing their shots just right the two brothers left no room for error. When one reloaded the other would fire an extra burst to keep them covered. They were fast. Training together, being family, knowing and understanding the others way of thinking had major advantages. The two brothers fought as if they were one super-soldier. 

A larger Terris burst through the line. It had taken a fire. Its crab-like body had elongated and swollen upward. It ripped through its own armor as it turned red as a fire hydrant on a clear sunny day. It was a sad attempt at sacrificing itself as a martyr so that its brethren could kill the enemy in their home. Smoke, Fire, Go Juice, and other stims had different effects on different anatomy. The Terris was beginning not just to swell but mutate. It only had seconds before its entire body began growing with black tumors and exploded. 

It was two minutes before the smoke cleared. None of the Terris were left alive. Aeton wouldn't get the answers he was looking for, not from any of the charred elites. Following the path of blood back through the corridors Aeton and Eli, speechless, came upon FoxFire and the mechanical remains of the cybernetic serpent. 

“Not just twisted, looks like it is broken,” said Eli studying FoxFire’s ankle. She had tried not to pay attention to how much pain she had been in. She tried to keep moving but she was already too late. 

Aeton filled her in on what happened and thanked her for her assist. Together Aeton and Eli carried FoxFire back to the surface and met up with Gaige and the others as the cavalry arrived from above. 

A dozen Aggregate starships blacked out the glow of a large gas giant that filled the horizon. The battle was won. 


Chapter 7




Fangs Out




Eli took a sip of his tea then quietly ran hot water over the glass and wiped it off with a cloth placing it back inside his wooden cabinets. Looking around his home he smiled, not a thing out of place, not that it mattered, he knew he would never return here. Even if they succeeded it was likely scavengers would take notice of his absence and ransack the place while he was away. There was a question, whether or not he should set some traps but what was the point. They would break through them eventually. Humans born on this flooded forest world were persistent, just like he was. Eli laughed and FoxFire glared at him. He was busy thinking about returning here, finding his home a complete dump. The locals probably wouldn’t wait five minutes after his departure before they pick his drawers clean. Some would probably get into his stash, some dimwits might poison themselves. Wasn’t his problem but he made sure to pour out what he could into the drain before finally stepping out. FoxFire had two of her pawns help him load up a few cases of whiskey and gin. Nothing fancy. A few bottles of local brew Eli had saved for a rainy day. 

“Anything else you need?” Eli asked. He was still laughing. He knew most of his wares were about to go straight to the Extella’s mess. Most of the crew would probably pick through his favorite bottles before the week was up. Didn’t really matter to him, it was a show of appreciation. In return he’d have food, water, a bed, weapons, and all the cold ones he could drinks. The only thing he wasn’t sure about was whether the Extella would have any tea. 

This backwater world wasn’t home, it was only a rest stop, an escape from the stars… the only place he ever felt he truly belonged. 

“Do I have time for any goodbyes?” Eli asked. 

FoxFire shook her head. It wasn’t like Eli had anyone to say goodbye too. He had befriended a couple of the locals that were regulars in the market, fishing trolleys, and an older woman who sold him bags of tea. She’d even slipped him some sake from time to time. Produced from her son’s rice farm she claimed, though Eli was sure she was making it up. The bottles had said that they were imported from a planet called Trellis. Seeing as how she always carried an older picture of him, one that seemed taken long ago, he decided it was far better not asking, or ruining her illusion. 

“Damn, might as well call this kidnapping. Not giving me much of a choice, taking my stuff. I paid a pretty penny for my acre of E-308,” Eli was still laughing. He barely paid anything. Bought the land he had with a few months salary, used his bonuses to buy supplies. It wasn’t like he was spending it when he was running ops. All that money sitting in a bank, wasted on a few years of early retirement and fishing gear. 

“Did you ever catch anything worthwhile?” FoxFire asked. She noticed Eli was staring at his fishing gear. It was close to the door. A box of tackle, a bug out bag filled with rope, first-aid, and other supplies. Eli had a yo-yo reel hanging on a coat hangar he never used and alongside it in the corner of the room were two poles. One with a decent weight, still baited with some plastic piece of bait he never bothered to change out. 

“I caught a 60 pound trap once,” Eli smiled. FoxFire’s eyes widened. She thought Eli was talking about a fish but in reality he was talking about an actual trap. Heavy like a bear trap it nearly took his arm off when he hauled it to the surface. All the lakes and oceans in all of E-308 and that was all Eli cared to remember. Truthfully, he had caught his fair share of trophies. Most ranging from thirty to forty pounds. Nothing award winning but they made for a good meal. He remembered fondly one of the first times he gone out to the lake. A local, curly hair, beard, wrinkles under his eyes, and skin so tan he looked like he lived outside, passed him by and plucked out one of the larger fishes eyes. He ate one raw and handed the other to Eli. It was a rite of passage the local told him, claiming to have grown up on E-308. 

Eli hated the idea of hunting his own brother, and yet, he knew he was the only one that could give him a chance. 'At least' he thought, 'they are giving him a chance to come back,' Eli lied to himself. It was a trap. He had no doubt once his brother was dead he would die too. Accidents happened all the time on missions like this and Eli had been around enough now to know there was no such thing as coincidences. At least playing the role of concerned brother gave him a little more time. Maybe it would be enough to figure things out, make a plan, convince his brother they should run away to one of the worlds outside the Aggregate's control. Or it would give them a chance to catch up and hit back against the Aggregate itself. Show them what real rebels, barbarians, were like. Whatever happened didn't matter either way to Eli, it was all better than a bullet to the head while standing around, not doing anything.

Eli, FoxFire, and Longshot met up at the drop ship in the woods and Eli said farewell to his home. Before boarding a medic named Rocky came out of the ship and gave Eli an inoculation. 

"Protects against all kinds of alien virals, think of it as a booster's booster. Packs a bite," the medic said, jabbing the four inch needle into Eli's arm. 

Eli grunted as the medic pulled the needle out. 

"Also helps with some of the bends, going into space ain't no drive in the park, living in space is even harder," the medic smiled. Eli realized that the medic knew absolutely nothing about him. Eli had been taking shots like this since he was born, it never got any better. For every alien world he visited he had probably a dozen or more shots and even more after he returned to 'civilization.' 

"Great job, great job, most would be crying to their momma right now," the medic joked. Little did he know it had actually been Eli's momma giving him his first shots. 

"I grew up on Lagrange 04," Eli stated. 

"I see, a real pioneer, coming out this far. You gotta be what twenty or thirty light years from home?" the medic said, pulling another syringe from his supplies and placing a two inch needle over the top. 

"We're a little farther than that," Eli stated, slightly worried the medic didn't have any idea where he was. 

"All ocean to me friend," the medic said as he jabbed Eli with the second needle. "This one is for radiation sickness." 

"Here I thought you were sterilizing me," Eli tried to laugh. 

"Not today. Just the regular sun juices," the medic smiled and pulled the needle from Eli's arm, the vile was completely empty. 

"Last but not least, got a tracker," the medic said. 

"No trackers," Eli stated. 

The medic stopped, looked at FoxFire and Longshot. 

"It's ok," FoxFire said. 

The medic nodded. "Well, business here is done, sorry I'm out of lollipops. I do have some smoke and a single dab of fire for you." 

Eli nodded, taking the smoke and fire and planting it in his pocket. 

"Thanks," he added. 

The medic nodded again and then looked at FoxFire who dismissed him. 

"That was the quickest physical of my life," Eli stated. 

"You're welcome," she smiled. 

"Thanks for you know, not putting a tracker in my bloodstream." 

"Whose to say I didn't already plant one," FoxFire smiled. 

"I know better." 

"True, honestly I hate the damn things. You know you can neutralize the tracker with a little bit of whisky."

Eli smiled, "I know." 

"We'd better get going," Longshot interrupted. 

Eli followed FoxFire and Longshot inside the drop ship and strapped himself in, a moment later he began to laugh. 

"What's so funny?" FoxFire asked. 

"Just glad y'know, glad I never got a dog, or anything like that," Eli said. 

"What about dogs?' Longshot asked, just barely hearing the conversation. 

"Eli said he's glad he didn't have a dog," FoxFire smirked. 

"What's wrong with dogs?" Longshot gave Eli an evil glare. 

"You have to leave them behind," Eli smiled. 

"Ah, true, one day I will have a field, nothing but rescues, just a farm filled with 'em," Longshot smiled. It was his dream, his reason for joining the service, he hoped to retire on one of the outer worlds, with enough land to own a farm for dogs. "You know, it was a doggo that helped save humanity," Longshot smiled again. Everyone had grown up hearing the story... Earth before the ascension, when humans raided dungeons and fought boss level monsters to survive. The strongest among them, the town-builders almost always had a dog by their side. 

"Are you talking about Avarice?" FoxFire smiled. 

"Yes," Longshot grinned, "y'know, I'm a descendant of hers."

"We're all descendants of heroes, none of us would be here if our ancestors hadn't leveled up and survived the culling." Eli pointed out the obvious. 

"Yeah, well, whose you ancee?" Longshot grinned. 

Eli smiled. He and Aeton had both been told they were descendants of a man known as Fayren, a warrior who unlike many others wasn't part of a single town but rather a cultivator who hunted monsters. 

"Fayren," Eli gloated. 

"The Dragon slayer?" Longshot said, shocked. 

"He might have killed a few," Eli noted. Fayren had, unlike most heroes Fayren had lived right up until the ascension, a biblical age, only settling down the last twenty years or so of his life to start a family. During the apocalypse, when the world was filled with mutated monsters that seemed straight out of ancient mythology Fayren had killed twenty-six dragons, crafted armor from their scales, and made their teeth and their bones into weapons, one of which was a great sword Lagrange-04 hung on display in the middle of their station. Eli and Aeton had grown up admiring it, spending nearly every afternoon walking the promenade, a multi-level space filled with shops, restaurants, and a library. It sat just above the station's central core where their mother and father worked. 

"Did he have a dog?" Longshot asked. 

Eli nodded 'yes.'

"See, I knew it, even the loneliest of heroes had a best friend by his side." Longshot smiled ear to ear. 

"It was actually a wolf," FoxFire smiled, correcting both of them. 

"Difference?" Longshot grinned. 

"One will chew your face off, the other will beg for scraps," FoxFire said just before making a biting motion at Longshot. 

"We're all wolves," Eli said. 

"That's one of Fayren's quotes isn't it?" Longshot grinned. 

"Yes it is," Eli said. It was the first time he had thought about it. Fayren, his ancestor had ascended alongside the rest of humanity, surviving the apocalypse and greeting the Aggregate, accepting the gifts they brought with them. Only difference was that Fayren left. After his family and friends were settled and humanity began exploring space he returned to Earth. Most stories said he knew his time had come, that the world no longer needed a warrior like him, that the world needed no more wandering heroes. He would have been wrong. Humanity lacked real heroes. 

"He turned ronin right?" Longshot asked. 

Eli smirked thinking of the term and what it meant and nodded 'yes.' 

"That's what I thought. He could still be down there, living among the tribes, the uncivilized, we'd never know," Longshot stated. 

Eli smiled, hearing someone talk about his ancestor like he was some kind of mythological legend inflated his own ego. At the same time, Eli wondered if he would ever live up to his ancestors name. 

Growing up Eli and Aeton had wondered if the real reason Fayren had left had been guilt. In space, Eli and Aeton never experienced a real sunset or breathed air that wasn't constantly being recycled until they both had rifles in their hands, and still, even now, not one of the humans in the drop ship had seen their ancestral world, Earth, as anything but a sphere from space. Eli could still remember his first time on a planet, the way the starlight faded over the horizon, they were in the middle of a fire fight when both brothers stopped, their rifles hanging down by their side, looking out over the curve of the world they were on, the name of which was the one thing Eli couldn't remember. Both brothers almost lost their heads as the enemy fired at them, it was sheer luck that either survived. 

"Let's hear it then," FoxFire smiled. 

"Hear what?" Eli looked at her awkwardly. 

"Your howl," she gestured. 

"My what?" 

"Come on, a descendant of Fayren, you have wolves' blood in your veins, let us hear you howl," she continued to gesture. 

Eli smiled, rolled his eyes and a moment later let out a loud howl that echoed onboard the drop ship, followed a moment later by an echo from everyone else on board. 




****




It took thirty minutes for the drop ship to break through the atmosphere of E-308. Eli smiled as he started to float up in his seat, feeling nostalgic as the artificial gravity came on. 

"There it is," FoxFire smiled. She was already standing at the front of the drop ship, her eyes fixated on the starship in orbit around the plant. 

Eli unbuckled and stretched, it was like learning to walk again, E-308 had harder gravity than he was used to but it had made him stronger, faster, and now, with the artificial gravity set to equate Earths, he felt superhuman. He walked, one foot in front of the other, placed his hand down behind the co-pilot's chair and looked out. 

"The Extella," FoxFire smiled. 

"It's old," Eli noted. 

"It's ours. All of it," FoxFire smirked. 

"No Aggregate? No other species? What about pilots?" 

"Human, you'll meet them, Trix and Aj." 

"How did you pull this off?" 

"Aggregate want this completely off radar." 

Eli frowned, that was even more cause for concern. It just meant that once their mission was complete the Aggregate could call them renegades, rebels, and shoot them down from the sky without any repercussions. The majority of alien species still thought of humans as barbaric, a lesser species. Most believed humans wouldn't be fully welcome into the Aggregate officially until a thousand years probationary period was over. 

It took the drop ship another ten minutes to dock and pressurize. Once they were set up FoxFire went first, followed by Eli, Longshot, and several others whose names Eli hadn't bothered to remember, all previously part of the squad that tried to ambush him. 

"Why so much new blood?" Eli asked. 

"From one of the outer colonies, Pria, better here than the deadlands," FoxFire answered. Pria was a mostly desert world with a handful of oasis that humanity turned into ports. It was a planet rich in metals, all buried thousands of feet below the surface. Some of the strongest materials in the galaxy were mined there, then refined into the hulls of starships. The downside was that Pria became a haven for smugglers and raiders. An entire world turned playground for waste-landers. Even Eli had to admit that the new blood that tried to ambush him had been tough, despite being taken out easily most of them had to be level 15 or higher. 

"Let's get you cleaned up," FoxFire smiled. 

"Will you be joining me?" Eli tried to give FoxFire a sexy smile but failed miserably, instead sounding more like a child. 

"Do you really need me to wash your back?" 

"Be nice to have some privacy together, for old-time sack." 

"Nostalgic are we, I guess I can forgive you this time," FoxFire bit her lip. 

The Extella wasn't a large ship. It had more length than it was wide, triangular. It was pretty generic as far as Eli was concerned and reminded him of air force carriers he had seen pictures of in the library of Lagrange-04. The hallways were small and cluttered, wires ran everywhere and no one really had any idea what any of them did. The only ones that mattered anyway had been hidden behind wall panels. The ship was separated into several sections: engine room, hangar, storage, barracks, lounge, cafeteria, training room, private quarters, navigation, and bridge. 

FoxFire led Eli to his own private quarters, first room on the right beside navigation and directly across from hers. 

"Looks like you want to keep a close eye on me," Eli smirked. He was staring at FoxFire's dirty clothes laying on her floor, he knew the room was hers since there was an old totem laying on the dresser. 

The totem was a good luck charm she carried with her wherever she went. Back when Earth was in ruin, it had some kind of significance, now it was little less than an old relic. It reminded Eli of an owl, though it had the lower body and face of a bear. 

FoxFire giggled but stayed quiet. 

"You haven't told me whose captain," Eli stated. 

"I am actually," FoxFire smiled. 

"So you got promoted." 

"Guess you have to call me Daddy now," FoxFire giggled. 

Eli stayed silent, this time he was smiling. 

"Get a shower, meet us on the bridge in 5," she ordered. Five minutes was more than enough time, Eli thought, to take a shower and change. Provided they had the right clothes set out for him. 

FoxFire had never been one to run a tight ship, it was no surprise now that the hallways were cluttered now. She began to close the door, stopping at the last minute, "I almost forgot, listen to this." 

She handed him a small rectangular chip. 

"What is it?" Eli asked. 

"An audio recovered in Diamond City, your brother's voice." 




The door shut and Eli sat down on the small bunk. The sheets were more coarse than the ones he had back home, not that he cared. Most nights he slept on the hard floor anyway. He took a deep breath, it had been years since he heard his brother's voice. He wondered if it had changed at all just before tapping the circular center of the data clip. 




Audio Transcript Follows: 




"A new set of politicians had just been elected to power under the new imperium of Earth-03. None of them have names that are important, each is corrupt, naïve, and totally incompetent. They are nothing more than a distraction away from those that really had control. They are a façade that the public can watch and judge as the markets rise and fall, day after day numbers crunched into machines that do nothing but control them. How many died day after day as the numbers fell into negatives only to rise again the next morning. Taking their lives in the moment because they felt there was little they could live for. How many bleed for those machines. We might have answered a calling but the suffering remains the same.  

The numbers are not random; they were programmed years earlier. The programmers are calling themselves the conclave but many of us simply called them the dark ones. Truth was they have no real title. Throughout the ages conspiracy theorists dreamt up ideas went through documents and videos trying their best to prove they existed. They did nothing more but cement their power. Those that knew their intentions feared them hiding in shadows and off world ghettos. There were only a few of us that resisted. Our conscious minds bled all over the place feeding their kind. They feed on poverty, despair, depression, and the negative energy that flows from deep down in the souls of the billions of humans that live and breathe every day. They infect the system planting ideas in the minds of the rich and powerful, forcing their hand in various events throughout history. They have been with us forever, born of the system just like us. We few that have been at war with them resisting their influence in hope that we can create a better world and realize the potential of our kind. It is our dream to create a utopia; such a far-fetched idea yet totally possible if only we put aside our own grievances and selfish desires. 




I was five years younger when the resistance found me. I was hiding in the floorboards of a small house in the middle of the slums in Diamond City. My friend's body laid over me, the blood dripping from a gunshot wound onto my forehead as I did my best not to scream or cry.  

My friend was a reporter that had dug too deep into an investigation inside one of the company's controlled by their kind. One man was no real threat, even if the photographs and video my friend had taken had leaked on the nets it would have only been added to the collections of theorists and fakes. The day after they go viral they would have their experts pointing out the flaws. Thousands of copies would have been recreated via machines till no one person could tell one from the other. The details would be lost. This wasn't enough for them. My friend killed one of their kind, the ancient ones that had slept waiting for the population to grow into chaos. The dark ones were immortal, another reason they only ruled from the shadows. Like vampires they had to stay out of the light as much as possible. There were a moderate few that stepped out of line though, once in a while someone would see an old photograph and recognize the face as an actor or politician. Nobody thought of it as anything more than a joke. Altered images had become so common there was no way to tell what was real anymore. The time is almost at hand. The human race has been venturing into the stars and the rituals have already been set into motion for them to wake. Had we not started fighting back it would have meant the end of the world decades ago. The Aggregate call them the Toryn Sel.




They called us eco-terrorists. We did our best to hit spots that they held dear. Destroying an empty starship or drone here and there was just enough. As long as we kept them from venturing past our solar system we could survive. It was this reason I was assigned to the great diamond ship Adas-12, one of the massive mile long starships set to leave from the port just outside the orbit of port Meridian. It was there in the darkness in the sweet spot of the planet where it wasn't too hot or too cold that the small port was established and the ship built. Diamond City, a city built on slavery, indentured servitude. Humanity built several star-bridges and orbital elevators with diamond shafts and mined in the shadows using pieces of the planet's core to construct the hull of the ship. They used solar panels and mirrors to reflect the sun's rays creating an indefinite amount of energy they could use to power the machines they needed to strike metal into the surface. 

We spent so much time using what we had instead of looking for alternative sources, siphoning the power that surrounded us to create walls instead of taking the offensive. It was no wonder it took humanity over a hundred years to ascend. The Aggregate came with all their tricks. Building the first spaceships and establishing the first colonies on the Lagrange points and the moon. Once the bases were established setting up further colonies on the other planets and moons was left to corporations and sponsors. Humanity at its best. The government was always ruled by money but now it wore the name of its sponsorships proudly and publicly. The corporations controlled the nets so any chatter or media that painted them in a negative light was kept to a controlled level. I'm ranting now. I'm not telling you anything you don't know or couldn't have guessed. What I haven't told you yet is why me and why the Adas-12 are so important. If our mission as eco-terrorists was to blow away starships it would be easy to plant a nuke and jump ship but not this time. This time we are taking control. The Adas-12 has more technology onboard it then any other starship we have come into contact with. Inside we can hack the nets, control satellites, even destroy worlds. And with it we will destroy the Aggregate's grip on Earth. 

The Adas-12 publicly is classified as a colonization ship with 1200 passengers onboard resting quietly in stasis, dreaming in virtual worlds. Adas-12 is armed to the bone with thousands of new and pre-ascension weaponry. Things we should have left behind in the old world. It also holds several fighters, drop ships, and enough supplies to start building a new world.  The ion engines and rockets are capable of propelling us to our nearest habitable neighbor in less than a thousand years but with FTL tech given to us by the Aggregate the flights take days, weeks, months, at most years. The resistance debated whether this was right or wrong. I cast the final vote. I took it upon myself to lead the heist.  

The Aggregate are responsible for our growth but they do not control us. We are wolves.  Humans are easier to control when we are divided into groups but united we are stronger than any weapon the Aggregate have. We could build weapons and warships to meet the invaders at the edge of our solar system, genetic enhancements, abilities alone would give us an edge in any one of one battle so long as they were animals just like us but then again we had no idea what to expect. That's why I have to do this. I have to take over Adas-12. I'll burn the entire multiverse down if I have to. Anything to be free. "




The message ends. 




Aeton's voice sounded like it changed. Eli had never heard him sound so strange, ranting and rambling like a mad man, like he was sick and angry all at the same time. Playing the message back as he cleaned himself up Eli was surprised how ragged he looked. He didn't have any mirrors back at his cabin and his hair had grown longer than ever, even darkened. He felt like he looked more and more like his brother. Unsurprisingly, there was deodorant and a razor waiting for him. It took him ten minutes to meet FoxFire and the others on the bridge, not five like she had ordered. It was a test of course. He had officially defied her first order. Her move. 

The bridge was in the same shape as the rest of the ship. A mess of blinking switches, wires, terminals that looked like they had been taken apart and put back together happ-hazard. There was a large table with a holo in the center for them to meet around. Kind of like King Author's round-table. 

"Nice look for you," FoxFire smiled. Eli had tied his hair up in a bun much like his brother used to. 

He nodded and waited to face the repercussions of his decision to be late but no one said a thing. 

"Did you listen to the audio?" FoxFire asked. 

"I did," Eli answered. Longshot walked into the bridge a moment later followed by Trix and Aj. Trix was short and petite with short fiery red hair and eyes to match. She had a face tattoo on her left side. She looked younger than she was, about eighteen or nineteen though her dossier had said she was twenty-nine. Aj was thin, white hair, brown eyes, and had a similar tattoo to Trix on his arm. 

"Ships' on auto, tracking the Adas now," Aj said. 

"So you do know where he is," Eli grinned. 

"We've been running a trace on the Adas for days now, looks like we finally caught a blip," Aj answered. 

"Could be bait," Eli stated. 

"It's the only lead we have," Trix interrupted. 

"ETA?" FoxFire asked. It was obvious to Eli now that she had told him five minutes only to rush his shower. 

"Five days," Aj nodded. 

"Any idea where they are going?" 

"Gaia," Aj said. 

"Earth?" FoxFire sounded surprised. She bit her lip in frustration. "Anyway we can move faster?" 

"Negative, they figured out Adas-12's FTL, turns out it's Exot, level 5, we might as well be chasing a white whale," Aj said. 

"We'll catch up, whose the muscle?" Trix said, giving Eli a soft smile. 

"Eli, Aeton's brother," FoxFire answered. 

"Brother of the Wolf? Trying to get a bite are we," Trix smiled. 

"Don't call him that," FoxFire struck back. It was the first time Eli had seen her look so stern since they had reunited. 

"What's the plan?" Eli asked. He tried to ignore the fact that Trix had called his brother a wolf, it seemed such a strange thing. 

"We'll catch up to the Adas-12, drop in, say hello and see if we can't talk some sense into your brother," FoxFire answered. She added, "Was there anything in the audio that you could decode, you know, hidden messages only brothers can understand or anything?" 

Eli thought about it for a moment, it was strange how his brother had referred to six members of the Aggregate as dark ones, vampires, and humanity as wolves. "No," Eli answered. 

"That's what I thought," FoxFire sighed. "Lights out."

Trix and Aj retreated back to their seats inside navigation. Together they functioned as the eyes, ears, and body of the starship.  Longshot stretched and went to get himself a drink in the lounge, staring at a poster behind the self-serve bar of dogs playing cards. The new bloods slept off their wounds and retreated to their barracks. Last, Eli returned to his room, followed by FoxFire. 

"You disobeyed my order," she said, closing the door. 

"Lost track of time," Eli grinned. 

"And here I was worried you had gone soft," FoxFire growled. She didn't hesitate and pushed him back against the wall, reaching down she grabbed his pride. Eli could feel his blood rushing to the lower part of his body as he smiled, it had been years since he had felt such warmth. Reaching his arms up around her they turned in unison. FoxFire dropped her guard and rested her hands against the wall as Eli's lips touched the back of her neck. 

"Don't worry, I haven't lost my bite." 







Name: Eli 

Race: Human, Gaia-3

Class: Pilot 

Title: Wolf's Bane 

Level: 22 (8610 / 9160 XP)




100 / 100 HP

0 / 100 ARMOR




Skills: 




Strength: 12 / 100

Agility: 14 / 100

Endurance: 16 / 100

Dexterity: 11 / 100

Intelligence: 10 / 100

Melee: 18 / 100

Focus: 15 /100

Firearms: 35 / 100

Piloting: 42 / 100




Unique Skills: Well-Rested




Abilities: 




Identify: Active


Chapter 8




Jink




Eli woke up earlier than he thought he would, but it was a good night's rest. FoxFire laid asleep, he hadn’t expected yoga pants, under the sheets. Eli thought of waking her up but the two had already been going nonstop for the last three days only taking breaks to eat, sleep, and check on their flight progress. So far nothing had changed. The Adas-12 was still on its way to Earth and they were in hot pursuit. Aj had been hopeful they could even bypass some of the old starships security measures and catch up faster. Trix disagreed, warning them that the ship was too old to modify. This of course only made Aj work harder to prove her wrong. FoxFire, unlike most starship captains, encouraged the playful competitive nature of her crew and even decided that the night before their fifth day that they should hold a competition. A small tournament between the crew. It was also her way of assessing the abilities of Eli and the others. 

"So what do you want me to fight hand to hand?" Eli asked. FoxFire stood in her underwear, she had just gotten off the comm with Longshot and several others, they were both due on the bridge in fifteen minutes. 

"Scared of a little competition?" she smiled. 

"Didn't think I had anything more to prove, thought the last few days were a good impression of my 'abilities'," Eli smirked. 

"Stamina, agility, endurance, strength..." FoxFire smiled. She looked down, her leg was trembling. "This isn't to prove anything to me, this is for the others. Show them you aren't just hiding in your room." 

"Hiding? Is that what we are calling this," Eli laughed. 

"Show them you aren't just the Captain's pet," she corrected herself. "We came a long way from Tranquility to pick you up, we'd have caught up with Aeton if we hadn't made the detour." 

"You should have left me then," Eli glared. He'd spend the last several days trying to forget why he was really here. 

"You really know how to drive a hard bargain." Eli said. Standing up he grabbed FoxFire and picked her up into his arms. He wished he had never let her go, never left to go out on his own. 

"We don't have time," she said. 

Eli studied her, running his hand along a scar on her back. An injury from the day she had come to try and rescue the brothers from Terris. She had her own battle that day. Fighting a cybernetic serpent, popping smoke, and falling nearly 2 miles and surviving. In all the chaos the brothers found her, broken ankle, a few cuts, including the one on her back, otherwise perfectly fine. The three had carried each other to the surface. 

"Make the time, you're the captain," Eli smiled. 




Eli and FoxFire reported to the bridge an hour later. Aj stood waiting with a large smile across his face. 

"Report?" FoxFire asked. 

"Wanted to see your face in person when I tell you we'll be over the Adas-12 by the middle of tomorrow." 

"Fantastic," FoxFire smiled. She looked over at Trix, studying her reaction. The navigator had a smug look on her face but only because she was digging deep into her pockets. She picked up a square chip of scrip and tossed it to Longshot who smiled big. 

"Could have you all court-martialed for gambling," FoxFire straightened her lips and glared at them. 

Trix and Longshot looked at her and bit their lips. Only before their faces turned down. 

"You owe me 20 credits," Eli muttered. 

FoxFire's straight face turned to a smile. 

"You owe me 5x that," she giggled. She wasn't wrong. Back in the academy Eli had always been bumming off FoxFire and his brother. Mostly because he spent everything he had for extra time in VR, training to keep up with his brother.  

"Longshot, can you show Eli the armory?" FoxFire asked. 

"This bucket has an armory?" Eli smirked. 

"This bucket has everything. We even managed to sneak away from Tranquility with a crate of level 2 energy weapons," Longshot smiled. 

Eli nodded, he was impressed. Even on their best missions the weapons humans had were mostly on par with 21st century tech. The Aggregate had way more advanced weaponry, ranging from level 1, ballistic tech, level 2, energy based, level 3, kinetic, level 4 which improved on 2 and 3, and level 5 which was exotic. Exotic weaponry was like smoke and fire. Without the right kind of training and control, they were impossible to use. You had to be a cultivator to use level 5 weapons. At level 6 weapons could take on elemental energies. Freeze ray, the Aggregate have it, but if you aren't a cultivator and can't control the energies in your body, the energy will blow through your meridians and freeze you from the inside out. Thunder gun, lightning caster, tornado twister, hurricane blast, same thing. If you didn't spend years preparing yourself you'd be ripped apart. Luckily, level 2 weapons held no such risks. A bolt of energy 10x stronger than a piece of metal shrapnel and could even rip through the hulls of a starship. Had the Aggregate wasted to wipe away the human species from Earth, nothing short of our nuclear arsenal would have stopped them, and they had ways to counteract that as well. Shields at level 5 that could deflect asteroids and radiation, just like the one surrounding the starship Extella now. These were rare, though there were rumors that the more advanced Aggregate species each carried personal shields. 

Eli followed Longshot to the armory. It was smaller than he imagined, a 10 x 10 room, wall to wall of pistols, SMGs, rifles, grenades, melee weapons, and a few rusty rocket launchers that had been mostly restored and brought to spec. The grenades sat in three different buckets on a bottom shelf. Explosive, smoke, and flash. The rifles varied. M16s, M14s, a few M240s, each modified to use a power cell rather than gas. There was even a longbow rifle mixed in with the other rifles. 

"That one is mine," Longshot smiled. 

"Crossbow?" 

"Similar, it fires small arrows but lacks the crosses, let me show you," Longshot smiled. He grabbed the Bow Rifle from the display and clicked a button on the side. A round clip emerged filled with tiny darts the size of needles. "These are the arrows." He pushed the clip back inside the long rifle and cocked it like a rifle. Eli could feel the energy gathering inside the weapon. For a moment he worried Longshot was a spy and was going to attempt to kill him but he immediately powered down the weapon. "Not a lot of RPM but don't need it when every shot counts." 

"I'll stick to the basics for now," Eli smirked, he reached for an M14 styled rifle. "These are level 2?" 

"Yes sir, secondary fire. Check this," Longshot replaced the Bow Rifle in his arms with another long rifle. Eli had noticed the rifles were slightly heavier with a longer muzzle. "This switches ammo type." Longshot pointed to a switch above the weapon's safety. 

"Infinite ammo," Eli smiled. 

"Well, until your power cell explodes," Longshot noted. Eli had seen that first hand, new recruits in battle, holding down the trigger, rapid firing until the power cell burst in their face, killing them and half their team. Blind firing was frowned upon unless it was a level 1 weapon. At level 2 or higher burst shots were the best. 

"I'll take this one," Eli stated. 

"Sounds good, I'll make a note of it, want to take it back to your barrack with you?" Longshot asked. 

Eli thought for a moment, most of the time a soldier taking a weapon out of the armory was frowned upon but it was just another thing FoxFire didn't care about, so long as we were smart. 

"Yeah, I'll take it," Eli answered. 

"Aye, Foxxy wants me to take you to the basement, one more show and tell before you get back to..." Longshot stopped. He knew he was about to cross a line. Not that Eli and FoxFire had kept their relationship secret from the rest of the crew. The walls inside the ship were thinner than either of them liked and steel walls created an echo. 

"Preparing for the tournament," Eli smiled. 

"Yes, the tournament. Heard Cap is having you go against Breakaway first," Longshot laughed. 

"Breakaway?" 

"One of the noobs. Least that was what we thought, turns out he got demoted for breaking an officer's nose."

"A troublemaker, just what we need." 

"We all trouble here," Longshot smirked. He wasn't wrong. Even Eli would be the first to admit that if he could he would have broken several noses of several superior officers. 

Eli sheathed his rifle in a wolf-sling and followed Longshot out of the armory. Longshot quickly locked it behind them. Together the two continued towards Eli's room and delivered the rifle. Longshot smiled, noticing the mess of FoxFire and Eli's clothes on the floor as he stood outside. 

"Not a word," Eli smirked. He placed the rifle under his cot. 

"Making pancakes for brunch tomorrow," Longshot said, redirecting the conversation. 

"Pancakes sound good," Eli mumbled. A moment later they walked along the inside of the Extella until they reached a stairwell leading down to the second level where the hangar was located. 

"I've been here," Eli said. 

"Not drop ships," Longshot smiled. The hangar door opened up and Eli stared out at 12 fighter jets modified for spaced combat. 

"Attack aircraft, modified for T.A.D." 

"Thin atmospheres? What about space?" 

" Yes sir, anti-grav repulsors and anti-drift. In space the fighters act like capsules, spinning and turning on a dime," Longshot smiled. 

"Level 2 or 3?" 

"Level 4, Aggregate wanted no chances." 

Level 1 Aircraft were on par with the 21st century, level 2 could fight in the upper atmosphere, level 3 were modified for space, level 4 would directly interface with pilots, allowing the pilot complete control of the air-to-space craft. At level 5 full integration was required, a pilot would be one-on-one with a ship and it would be powered by their own ki. Level 5 had never been achieved by humans, only Aggregate species. Many Aggregate starships were level 5 though their origins remained a mystery. All that was known was that somehow the Aggregate ships were more alive rather than husks of metal like the ones humanity used. Many Aggregate ships were living organisms similar in shape to whales, squid, and similar creatures. They survived by eating the energy, ether, and radiation in space. The exceptions were ships like the Extella which had a bio-organic core integrated with tech. It still survived on ether, but it was tooled to fit human needs. A level 5 starship could go anywhere and do almost anything. It took a cultivated life form to navigate the intricacies of FTL and fly through the ether streams.  

Studying the hangar further Eli noted that there were three drop ships, four Kingsnakes, two Vipers, and 3 raptors. 

Eli stood staring in awe at the ships. 

"Boss said you like the 16," Longshot said. Pointing to one in particular. 

Eli nodded. The Viper was his favorite, alongside his brother. “Before the cataclysm there were nearly 5,000 falcons produced. Maybe more. None should have survived. Through the sheer power of the Navy they survived by the hundreds. Those that are left have been retrofitted with Aggregate tech. Upgraded to survive space, atmospheric entry, and most most important protect the pilot. At most humans can handle 4-5g, 9g at a few seconds tops before their heart can’t pump blood fast enough. And that’s the best of us. Now, with the alien tech, shields, anti-grav repulsers, and ether engines the fighters have leveled up from fighter jets to star fighters. Pilots to astronauts,” Eli smiled proudly. He had taken great care to acquire the Vipers onboard the Extella himself, adding modifications where he could and learning the alien tech inside and out. Every ship in the hangar was maintained with great care. 

"Back in Lagrange we had a scuttled flight pod turned into a simulator. We learned to fly in one," Eli smiled. 

"Let me know it's up to spec," Longshot pressed a button on the wall and Eli watched as the stats for the Viper shot up on display. 




Viper, Modified

Level 4 (Non-Sentient, Organic components added)




Crew: 1

Length: 52 ft (normally 49 ft 5 inches) 

Wingspan: 42 ft (normally 32 ft 8 inches)

Height: 16 ft 

Empty weight: 20,900 lb 

Gross weight: 26,500 lb 

Max takeoff weight: 42,500 lb 

Fuel capacity: 7,000 pounds / Power Cells (36 hours)




Atmospheric Performance:




Maximum speed: 

Mach 2.05 (1,318 mph; 2,121 km/h) at 40,000 feet, clean

Mach 1.2, (921 mph; 1,482 km/h) at sea level

Combat range: 339 mi, 546 km on a hi-lo-hi mission with 4 × 1,000 lb

Ferry range: 2,620 mi, 4,217 km with drop tanks

G limits: +9.0

Roll rate: 324°/s

Rate of climb: 72,000 ft/min (370 m/s) (sustains 72,000 ft/min in 4.2g ascending turn)

Wing loading: 88.3 lb/sq ft (431 kg/m2)

Thrust/weight: 1.095 (1.24 with loaded weight & 50% internal fuel) 




Modifiers: 

Aggregate Energy Cell (Solar Charge): Unknown range. Untested long term flight. Damaged easily. Fuel, rare, still recommended for short term usage. 




Aggregate Shield




Space Performance:

Unverified. Exceeds Mach 9. Aggregate Shield required.  




Armament:




Guns: 

1 × 20 mm M61A1 6-barrel rotary cannon, 511 rounds

Hard-points: 

2 × wing-tip air-to-air missile launch rails, 6 × under-wing, and 3 × under-fuselage missiles stations with a capacity of up to 17,000 lb (7,700 kg) of stores.

Aggregate light canon, 600 RPM, usually good for 50-100k shots.  

(Drains energy from Aggregate energy cell)




Rockets: 

16 ×  rocket pods 




Missiles: 

Air-to-air missiles:

6 × sidewinder missiles




Air-to-surface missiles:

6 ×  Joint Air-to-Surface Standoff Missile (JASSM)

4 × Joint Standoff Weapon (JSOW)




Anti-ship missiles:

2 ×  Harpoon

4 × Chef’s Special




Bombs: 

8 ×  Combined Effects Munition

8 × Cluster Dispensers

8 × Sensor Fuzed Weapon

4 × general-purpose bombs

8 ×  Small Diameter Bomb (SDB)




Wind Corrected Munitions Dispenser (WCMD)

2 x Nuclear bombs




Others:

SUU-42A/A Flares/Infrared decoys dispenser pod and chaff pods

Non-Sentient Organic compounds added to fuel intake, reinforced cockpit for space combat, and Non-Sentient Organic pressure seals. 

Anti-Gravity repulsers and hover combat controls added to inside cockpit.

Stereo




The Aggregate weren't messing around. The F-16 was an amazing aircraft that was still being flown well passed their expiration date. Even before the Ascension the aircraft was still flown by tribes with access to airfields, even after a hundred years. The Falcon and its counterparts were a huge feat in human engineering. Even the most vicious mana beasts created by the system fell in comparison. All the aircraft aboard the Extella were salvaged from Earth, restored and heavily modified. Equipped, each one even carried two nuclear bombs as part of their payload, weapons usually purposefully left behind. The Extella could easily send out a few fighters and level an entire city if they wanted. Eli understood now why FoxFire had wanted Longshot to show him this. This entire mission, all this armament, three days of yoga pants and catching up. For the first time since Eli came aboard the Extella he realized what it was he had signed up for. They weren't just going after some alien threat, they were hunting one of their own. Up until now it hadn’t really kicked in. 




****




"Boola-Boola," shouted Aj into the comm. 

"Drones? From where?" FoxFire demanded. She was standing above one of the grunts she had just thrashed. The tournament was getting started and she was having some fun, taking on several noobs bare handed in a circle ring while drinks were served to onlookers. All in all the Extella had a company of about 30 crew. 

"From Adas-12, they slowed down, caught sight of us trailing them."

"How is that," FoxFire paused, she wasn't about to try and understand the alien technology the Adas-12 had at its disposal, it was a miracle they hadn't been discovered sooner, "never mind."

"Think it might just be the one. Looks like they scanned us," Aj said. 

"Prang," FoxFire cursed. 

"Should we continue pursuit?" 

"Contact the Aggregate, tell them we've been made," FoxFire ordered. 

"Captain, long range comms have been disabled," Trix's voice came through her ear piece. 

FoxFire cursed again in old Earth slang. The Extella was on their own and she had to make a choice. Continue on mission or let the Adas-12 escape. 

"Fly straight," FoxFire ordered. 

"Aye," Aj said. 

FoxFire bit her lip and turned towards the doorway to the mess. Eli and Longshot had just walked in. 

“Something else here you might want to see Cap,” said Aj. 

“What is it?” 

“Drones seem to be coming from a derelict. Long range comms indicate the Adas-12 is relaying messages through it. Bouncing chatter through the ansible. Mostly gibberish, propaganda.”

“Problem?” 

“If I’m right, the Adas-12 might be blocking their location. We might not be as close as we think we are.” 

“Closer?”

“Too hard to tell unless we go aboard the derelict,” Aj said. “If we can trace the signal we’ll have a better idea of where the real Adas-12 is.” 

"Perfect timing," FoxFire growled, eyeing Eli. "I need a challenge." 
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Chapter 9




Derelict




Eli cracked his neck as he waited for FoxFire inside the hangar. She was busy doing captain things and preparing the rest of the crew for the mission. With some time to think Eli wondered why it had taken so long for the Aggregate to go after his brother. Sure, his brother going into hiding was one thing but the Aggregate had ways of finding people. Seers, supposed psychics, there usually wasn’t a threat the Aggregate left alone. 

Worst, Aeton had managed to steal a new starship, and was on his way to Earth. How could anyone manage to get that close to the hornet’s nest without causing a stir? Treason was punishable by death. Bounty hunters, black ops, all should have been hunting Aeton down without a second thought. Had they tried and failed? Eli wondered, why had they never asked him to go after his brother before? Did they really worry he would put family first, before their order. Did they think Eli might have been a traitor too? It seemed that the more Eli thought about it the more the Aggregate’s lies became apparent. For one, they didn’t control the system, they followed it. Second, the seers and psychics were all just fake, propaganda used to control other species. 

Joining the Aggregate had been the best thing to happen to Earth after the apocalypse. It had to be. Two hundred years of violence brought to a halt. Two hundred more years of space exploration, colonization, and peace. 

“Get your head back in the game,” Eli said to himself. He was staring at a wall inside the hangar. It was covered in photographs, drawings. All made by loved ones from the crew’s family, kids. Everyone of them had someone out there among the stars they were here fighting for. Someone they were more than willing to give their life for. Eli wished he had something on that wall but the only family he had he was hunting. No, the only family he had was here, aboard the Extella, fighting by his side. 




There was little sense for Eli and FoxFire to take a whole squad. FoxFire instead insisted that the two of them go alone. They’d both run several missions together in the past side by side and had more experience together than half the crew. She’d decided to leave Aj as acting Captain while she was away. Eli stopped staring at the wall and packed an Aggregate charge rifle rather than his standard gear. After he was done he packed a second one for FoxFire. If the derelict didn’t have any atmosphere it would work better than any of the other weapons they had onboard. The rifle was large and it was shaped like a harpoon gun with two firing barrels with two different firing modes. 

The first firing mode was an electric grapple, that like a harpoon could be used to impale, capture and hold, or assist them in moving from one place to the next. The second firing mode was an electric charge shot. It would fire out like a net, slicing up anything it came into contact with. 

“Captain on deck,” a soldier shouted as they walked into the room. Eli turned to see FoxFire standing in the doorway. 

“That’s really not necessary David,” she smiled. 

“Part of protocol sir,” he said. 

“That’s definitely not necessary.” 

David, a private first class, was fresh out of the academy. It was his dream to captain his own ship one day so FoxFire allowed him to tail her whenever possible. She didn’t think any other captains would give him the experience, though she also worried, any other ship he might be put on never-ending garbage or janitorial duties and would never even see the inside of a bridge. She was glad to have him around. Soldiers like David kept her mind in-check. It reminded her she this wasn’t a raider ship, or tourist vessel. She and the others had all been licensed to kill, to balance the lives of many against the greater whole, and to defend the Aggregate at all costs. 

Soldiers like David were the future of humanity. They would be the ones joining the council, elevating the ranks. 

“Report to Aj. Follow his lead,” FoxFire ordered. 

“Yes…”

“Don’t,” FoxFire groaned. 

“Ma’am.” 

That was worst. FoxFire ignored it. Letting David walk out she closed the hangar door behind him. She moved slowly towards Eli. She was still longing after him, now more than ever. As each moment their future seemed less and less certain she only wanted him more and more. 

“Let’s get changed,” she smiled. 

“Thought maybe you had changed your mind about working with me. I was getting worried you’d send some grunts from the lower decks in here” 

“If I did that I’d worry too much you would be the only one to make it back,” Foxfire pulled off her shirt and Eli eyed her. He wanted her just as badly as she wanted him, but the mission came first. 

“Need help?” Eli grinned. 

“You can help me out of it later, after our mission is a success,” FoxFire smiled. She undressed completely and walked into a drop ship. It was cold inside as she grabbed a gray EP-suit from the wall and pulled it over her soft skin. Eli followed behind her and did the same. 

“Is it just me or have these things gotten tighter?” he asked. 

“Living planet-side make you soft?” 

“If anything its made me stronger. Artificial gravity has nothing on the real thing. I feel spry as a feather.” 

“Good, do you mind helping me with this?” 

FoxFire pulled up her space suits bottom layer and placed two gloves on her hands. The torso was a two piece system that snapped at the front and back. She held the front piece in place while Eli snapped it together with the back half. She sighed as the inside of the space suit adjusted to her biology. 

“And this is why I love flying with you,” Eli grinned ear to ear. 

“Its warm,” she smiled. “The inside of the suit,” she added noticing Eli was still holding onto her hip. 

“My turn,” Eli said smiling back. 

FoxFire assisted Eli the same way he had her. Snapping the torso pieces together and feeling the warmth of the suit as it changed the temperature surrounding their skin. “It’s like stepping into a hot spring,” Eli remarked checking that everything was secure. 

“What planet did we pick you up on again?” 

“E-308 isn’t the only world I’ve gone too since we parted ways,” Eli snorted. 

“You’ll have to tell me about the others sometime I guess.” 

“Maybe once this is done I can show you.” 

“Sorry, but I’ve already seen your favorite fishing spot on 308, not sure…” 

“There are some worlds out there that are just like Earth once was. Planets with only a few hundred colonists, small communities practicing self-preservation. Living off the land instead of the cargo the Aggregate feeds them.” 

“And you’ve been to one of these worlds?” 

“Several.” Eli didn’t smile as he reminisced. Instead he stopped himself. He had been to several Earth-like worlds but only because the Aggregate sent him there. They’d sent him to put down bad men, at least men they considered bad. Some of them might have been cultists, others might have just been preaching about freedom. The freedom to choose whether or not they wanted to be ruled by alien overlords. All had been a threat to two hundred years of peace. Outliers of a culture whose focus was conformity. 

“Maybe it would be better to join a seed ship, an exodus after this. Running security for colonists going beyond the system’s reach could be interesting.” Eli said as he changed the subject. Foxfire was already at the drop ship’s helm. She’s started doing a pre-flight check as Eli rambled instead of answering him until finally she asked. 

“Does this mean you think of me as your partner now?” FoxFire asked.

Eli didn’t say anything. 

“If you are, you should know. I’m not big on titles,” FoxFire smiled. 

Eli wasn’t sure if she was being serious or not. Truth was he didn’t actually know what they were. FoxFire had stepped back into his life and for the first time, as he sat beside her in the cockpit of a drop ship, preparing to explore an alien derelict starship, he knew he felt at peace. Living on the edge like this, moving fast, he had been missing it too long. 

“This feels like home,” he stated. 

“This is home. At least for the next few hours,” FoxFire smiled. 

“Dangerous thinking like that.” 

“It’s always dangerous. That’s why we fly.” 

The hangar door opened and FoxFire guided the drop ship out without incident. It was an easy flight to the derelict. No drones or perimeter defenses in sight. Only the cold vacuum of space and twisted pieces of metal debris. 

“What happened here?” Eli asked. 

“Looks like your brother took out a few years of frustration on the vessel. Thought here isn’t any sign of scorch marks on the outside.” 

“So it was an inside job? How did he get past Aggregate security. Even if he faked his credentials it would be impossible for seers not to…”

“Seers are bullshit. They can only guess what’s going to happen based on evidence at hand,” FoxFire interrupted him. She’d confirmed what he knew all along but tried hard to deny. 

“What about mind-readers?” 

“Maybe. I’ve heard some species have them but they are unique. I’d only heard of them traveling with Aggregate officials, not part of any military expeditions or crews,” FoxFire answered. 

“Guess we’ll learn more once we’re inside.” 

FoxFire flew the drop ship up to the derelict and stopped just outside a long hallway that should have been hidden inside the hull should have been. All the lights inside were on. It was like looking at a massive cutaway of a starship. Weapons, bodies both alien and human, crates, and even liquids floated frozen inside. Nothing moved very fast, though it was obvious the ship was generating its own gravitational force, small as it was. 

“Turning around,” FoxFire stated. She turned the drop ship around so the back of it was facing the hallway. “We’ll exit here, make our way to the bridge.” 

“Got a blueprint of the vessel?” Eli asked. 

“Don’t need one. It’s the Zeklor,” FoxFire answered.

“Prang, you’ve got to be kidding me. That ship is pride of the excursion fleet. This couldn’t be it. It’s supposed to be on the front lines of the Glassar System. There is no way Aeton managed to hit it. You have to be wrong.” 

“I’m not. Look at this,” FoxFire said. A moment later she pulled up a holo of the starship just as the Extella had scanned it. It was larger than Eli had thought. Space and being torn into pieces had made it seem a hundred times smaller than it actually was. However, on the opposite side of the ship, where the hull had remained intact were the words ‘Zeklor’ painted in dark gray, clear as day. 

“Unbelievable,” Eli responded. “This is going to take us all afternoon.” 

“Worried about missing tea?” FoxFire teased. 

“Worried about missing some downtime in the sack,” Eli winked. 

“Helmet up, I’m opening the back airlock,” FoxFire announced. 

Eli nodded and a moment later a nearly invisible shield formed around his head. It was a helmet made out of light particles. 

The door to the back airlock opened and the suits warmed as the temperature around them dropped. A cable shot out from two sides of the drop ship at the Zeklor, and anchored it in place. 

“That’s quite a jump,” Eli stated as he grabbed his charge rifle and handed the other to FoxFire. 

“It will be fine, follow my lead.” FoxFire knew Eli was kidding around. He’d almost always said that before taking a large leap. Not that every jump wasn’t a leap of faith. There were always a million and one things that could go wrong, but that was part of why they had brought the charge rifles. The two had everything they needed to make their way across from the drop ship to the inside of the Zeklor’s torn hull. All it took was a little push. Together the two spent roughly fifteen seconds floating through space, in-between the two starships, surrounded by light years of cold vast nothingness. 

“Mag boots on,” FoxFire stated. Both her and Eli’s boots turned into high powered magnets as they floated inside the hull. They were able to walk freely about now as if they were standing in a ship’s artificial gravity. 

“That wasn’t hard,” Eli laughed. 

“This way,” FoxFire ordered in her captain’s voice. She pulled up a map of the inside of the Zeklor. 

“I thought you didn’t need a…” 

“Just following procedure,” FoxFire said before shutting the holo off. 

It didn’t take Eli and FoxFire long to make their way into the starship. As they moved from the ripped outer layer to the center surrounded by more floating debris, bodies, and liquids. Liquids they now easily identified as blood. 

“Something doesn’t feel right,” Eli growled. 

He readied his charge rifle and took point as they turned from one hallway to the next. “I don’t see how Aeton could have done this, definitely not alone,” FoxFire stated. Eli wasn’t sure what to say. His brother had been capable of many things. Mass murder wasn’t the top of the list but they’d all done terrible things for the Aggregate, what was another ship, another dead crew, if it meant the end justified the means. 

“Maybe it wasn’t just Aeton,” Eli paused, “Look here.” He pointed at the several large gashes on the wall. 

“Some kind of metal whip?” FoxFire asked as she examined the marks. 

“OR a tail,” Eli grimaced. 

“Terris,” FoxFire pointed, she held her charge rifle up at the dead Terris soldier. It was split in half just under the chest cavity. The rest of it floated in several more pieces behind it. 

“I thought they were exiled?” Eli asked. 

“Maybe, not all of them. The Aggregate might have kept some engineers. Off-worlders. Maybe they pledged loyalty to the Zeklor or…” FoxFire stopped. 

“Maybe Aeton cut a deal,” Eli finished her sentence. 

“Wouldn’t be the first time exiles came together to fight a larger foe. The enemy of my enemy is my friend or at least temporary ally.” 

“Shouldn’t there be more bodies?” 

“You want more bodies?” 

“I don’t want more bodies. Just this isn’t even half the crew and no way everyone floated out into space.” 

“We’ve walked through maybe a quarter of the ship. Bodie don’t disappear but there is no way for us to know if they aren’t just all locked in one room together.” 

“Maybe we should have brought a team, split up, one of us could go to the bridge and the other can check the rest of the ship for the crew?”

“Are you bonzo? That’s the worst idea I’ve ever heard.” 

“Right, just want to make sure we have all our bases…” 

“Look,” FoxFire announced. She pointed with her rifle. “Bodies.” 

The next hallway was filled with them. Dozens of dead, Some still holding rifles in their hands. All frozen. As Eli and FoxFire pushed past them they broke apart, shattered like glass. 

FoxFire stared at the walls. She was wondering if she should collect their tags or scan their faces. She wondered if they had all been fighting on the same side or… “The walls are covered in even more of those marks. Looks like some kind of monster escaped containment.” 

“We need to send a message back to Aggregate. Someone will need to come collect the dead,” Eli sadly pronounced as they crossed into another corridor. 

“No more dead,” FoxFire noted. 

“No, looks like the main battle took place in the hallway before this one. They must have been scrambling from the lower decks. Armed with what they could grab from the armory, or…”

“Armed with the weapons they had hiding under their bed.” 

“Hey, if an intruder broke into my home last thing I’d want is to hustle to the armory under duress.” 

“Always one eye open. Guess 308 didn’t make you soft after all.” 

“Planet use to have its share of wildlife before it was colonized. A few hundred thousand feral alien hogs are no joke. People there had the right to be paranoid, at least at the beginning.” 

“Sounds like fine dining,” FoxFire giggled. She was trying to stay positive. Trying to keep her mind focused as she played things loose. She felt like death was closing in on her, surrounded on all sides as if she was trapped inside a dungeon gods maze. It was torture. 

“You’d think four hundred years after the end of the world humans would stop fighting one another,” Eli began. 

“There will always be those who resist change. That’s the way it is. There way of life usually isn’t any better than what we have.” 

“The Aggregate delivered on peace. If anything the Terris, resistances like the one Aeton is leading, they are the ones messing it up,” Eli stated. He wasn’t sure if he believed it. He could remember the same words being said to him back at the academy, except it wasn’t the Terris, it was the Valentines, and before them the Sudaorian, and before them the Osanir.

The Osanir who had been a race of cat-like birds with giant molars were a race of healers, dedicated to easing the suffering of all whom they encountered. They had been traveling the stars long before the system came to their world.  Responsible for the creation of the stimulants and injections Eli now had running through his arm. They were mostly harmless until they rose against the Aggregate. They created smoke, fire, and the formula’s for Go Juice and a few hundred other vials of body enhancing drugs. Before they were exiled the best of them had turned from healers to warriors. Their entire culture extinct. 

Eli held up his hand signaling for FoxFire to hold. 

“What is it?” she asked. 

“Something ahead. I saw a shadow.” 

“What do you mean you saw a shadow?” 

“I saw a shadow. Something moving.”

Both Eli and FoxFire began to feel their pulses race as they slowly moved into the next corridor. They were only one level away from the bridge where the computers were still running hot. Most likely it had been sealed and wasn’t effected by the vacuum of space as the rest of the ship had been. The thought made FoxFire wonder if Eli had been right, maybe they should have split into teams. It was possible Aeton might have left survivors in the ship somewhere with life support… if he did, they would find out soon. 

“Prang,” Eli said. 

“What’s wrong?” FoxFire asked as she watched Eli stop suddenly. 

“My oxygen levels are dropping. Tank must have a leak.” 

“That’s impossible,” FoxFire stated. “These suits are brand new.” 

“No,” Eli stated showing FoxFire the pin size hole in his suit just below his wrist. “Its likely you have a mole onboard the Extella. Its sabotage.” 

FoxFire hated the idea. She had looked over every file and done every interview for the Extella personnel herself with the help of Aj and Trix. 

“Here,” FoxFire grabbed a piece of duct tape from her supplies. “Holds better than the patch kit, trust me,” she smiled in contempt. 

“Always prepared for every situation, thats one of the things I love about you,” Eli smiled at FoxFire as she bent down and patched the hole in his suit. 

“It must have been microscopic, tearing a little at a time through the second layer of insulation,” Eli noted. 

“If we were in the actual vacuum that little hole would have killed you, lucky for us some of the ship’s environment seems to be holding.” 

“It was meant to tear with wear. The longer I move with the suit on the larger the hole grows. Makes it look like an accident or a manufacturing defect.” 

“Not ruling it out,” FoxFire stated. 

“You really trust them? All of them?” 

“With my life. I wouldn’t have chosen them otherwise.” 

Eli nodded. He understood what it was like. He also understood what it meant to be betrayed. 

“I saw him again… once. At least I think it might have been him,” Eli began to confess. 

“Your brother? Aeton? Are you sure?” 

“I think he came to find me. I was running an operation for the Aggregate. A backwater world, you know, the usual. There was a pilot fighting on their side and he almost got the better of me. Same style as him. He should have killed me but before I could get him he took off,” Eli explained. 

“You were the only one who Aeton ever cared about,” FoxFire added. 

“Not really, he was playing his role, The guardian brother.” 

Eli felt like he wanted to disappear. It had been years now since that dog fight and the few seconds it lasted had been the closest he’d come to bailing on the Aggregate. It was one of the reasons he decided to retire… and ultimately, one of the reasons he was chasing Aeton now. No one could fly quite like Aeton, especially in the sky. The boogie had flown straight up and nearly clipped Eli’s wing during their pursuit and Eli was sure that the pilot had managed to get a good look at him since he was in a clear cockpit at the time. The boogie killed Eli’s two wingman and then left him. Perhaps Aeton wanted his brother to suffer, perhaps he wanted him to resent the Aggregate and run away. As it turned out the two wingman had been part of a smuggling operation on the planet. Trafficking human beings and illegal supplements of smoke and fire. They were selling slaves and the Aggregate wanted the whole thing disappeared. If anything, the phantom had done Eli a favor. Had Eli discovered the truth they would have turned him into collateral damage. Of course it didn’t seem possible Aeton could have known that. 




FoxFire crouched down at a terminal, “I think I have something here.” 




Hack 100%




“What is it? Audio? Is it the captain of the Zeklor? Maybe we can find out what happened here,” Eli proclaimed. 

“Only a snippet. Looks like the Zeklor was tracking the Adas-12 and managed to capture some data from…” 




“The assassin had the face of my brother but moved without his clumsiness. He was sloppy. The Aggregate won’t make that mistake again. My brother is dead to me. Retired to some backwater world. He’s given up on truth and justice and succumbed to their lies…” 




FoxFire turned it off. “I’m sorry. I know you probably don’t want to hear this right now.” 

“Let it play,” Eli demanded. His brother’s voice sounded older, colder than he had when they were teammates. Eli felt like he could hear the rage bellowing beneath the surface of his brother’s words. 




“Last day as a bounty hunter. After this all bets are off. Attached to this file is a name of Aggregate’s leaders who have hired me. Fed me bits and pieces of information in return for my skills. They knew I wasn’t a soldier and they didn’t care. They thought they could control me by hiding pieces of the puzzle, dangling clues in front of me by the string. All their secrets, their lies. As soon as we make it to Earth everyone will know. The Aggregate are nothing in the grand scheme of things. Following the system from world to world so they can pick up crumbs. They are scavengers, monsters, and I swear on my life that they will pay for what they have done.” 




“The message ends after that. It almost sounds like Aeton knew he was being recorded,” FoxFire states the obvious. 

“Like a manifesto. He mentioned a file. Is there an attachment?” Eli asked. 

“Got it. This is unreal…” 

“What is it?” 

“Aeton sent that recording directly to the Zeklor. He knew they were watching him. He wanted them to watch. The location… the real location of the Adas-12 is being uploaded to the Extella now, I can’t stop it. There’s also enough information here to send over a dozen Aggregate leaders to prison worlds. Your brother may have been telling the truth,” FoxFire groaned watching as the files uploaded to the Extella hard drive. 

“He’s turning your command into a target. If they find out you have that information they’ll say you’ve turned,” Eli growled. 

“Doesn’t matter. This information in the right hands could mean real change.” FoxFire knew how dangerous this was. So did Eli. Aeton hadn’t been so different from his brother after-all. It seemed both had been getting their hands dirty in the aftermath of Aeton’s exile. 

“Something else, sub-level,” FoxFire began. 

“What is it?” 

“There is some locked data here we won’t be able to decrypt. Turns out your brother hid the codex in the starship’s black box.” 

“Which sub-level?” 

“Four floors down, looks like environmental controls are still active down there and…” FoxFire paused, “I hope you learned how to swim.” 




****




Before long Eli and FoxFire were soaking wet in the flooded sub-levels of the starship searching high and low for the black box. It didn’t take them long to locate it along with a few dozen metal Eels that had been laying in wait. Eli and FoxFire however had already expected a trap. It wasn’t in Aeton’s nature to give them something for free without it being earned. With their charge rifles unable to work properly underwater the two took turns luring the metal monsters to the surface and blasting away. 

A three round burst tore through the top of the water as FoxFire emerged. A dead metallic Eel about eight feet long with metal fangs floated beside her before sinking to the bottom among three others, all destroyed. 

“This is kind of like fishing together,” Eli laughed. 

“This is wet, that is wet, there isn’t a damn thing down here that I can touch that won’t shock or kill me,” FoxFire groaned. 

“What’s wet?” Eli teased her. 

“Your turn,” FoxFire ordered. She reached down and grabbed her charge rifle from beside Eli’s position. Unfolding the collapsable stock she checked to make sure the rifle was charged and ready to fire. Eli stood up and stretched. It was his turn to jump into the depths. 

“Just like old times,” Eli grunted. 

“Just like old times, except now I’m the boss,” FoxFire smirked and readied her rifle as Eli disappeared into the abyss below. 




It wasn’t long after that Eli and FoxFire returned to the Extella with the codex in-hand, landing prone in the hangar and locking the doors. FoxFire uploaded the codex and lied leaving Aj in control of the starship when she said decompression would take a couple hours… and that for the time being they should switch to radio silence. 


Chapter 10




Ascension




Long ago, Fayren stood on the front lines... several dozen enemies continued to slaughter the soldiers of the community he had been working for years to establish. A community he had sworn to protect. Raiders,  Humans who killed other humans in order to advance their own levels. Lasers flayed towards him and the barricades, with a concentrated barrage the raiders were melting through one after another of the wall's defenses. The scene was chaotic, but Fayren knew that the only chance any of them had was to stand their guard, to continue to concentrate fire on one raider after another. More creature than human, the raiders had chosen to make themselves appear as if they were demonic in origin, for all Fayren knew they had cultivated their powers in such a way that they really were no longer human. He’d heard rumors… eating the remains of dark mana beasts could corrupt even the most innocent. 

An inky blue and red portal swirled through the air and opened behind Fayren and several others. They had been using rifles and crossbows to keep the raiders at range. Now, everything had changed. From the other side of the portal emerged a bi-pedal creature larger than any man. It carried a double sided blade and no sooner had it appeared than the portal closed. 

Fayren raised his rifle, turning towards his new foe as the newly emerged creature advanced towards him. 

"Hold the line," Fayren shouted, turning towards the monster. With his rifle raised he fired, aimed at the creature's head. Before the beam of pure mana made contact with the creature a small cloud of darkness appeared in front of it, blocking the energy and diverting it in every other direction besides the one it needed to go. He fired again and the energy refracted in the direction of his men, decapitating another soldier and spearing another through the heart. A third soldier lost an arm and a fourth was burned by the remnants of power just before they dissipated in the air. 

Screams of the dying echoed through the air. Fayren was too late. Valkyries walked among them now. The creature with its blade in hand beheaded another soldier just before seining its weapon down where Fayren was standing. Soldiers turned and shot at the creature to no avail. The void it created continued to absorb their shots. One soldier threw a grenade at the enemy, it did nothing but cause a hole in the ground. The soldier was dead a moment later when the creature's blade turned him into two. 

Two more portals opened in unison and two more creatures appeared, followed by a third, and fourth. 

"This is Fayren, broadcasting on all frequencies, the walls have fallen, we are under attack by an unknown entity. The raiders have the upper hand. We are not, I repeat not requesting any aid. If you are hearing this, run," Fayren said, holding a comm like a phone in his hand. 

The situation was dire, and Fayren had already admitted defeat. Summoning his sword from what he envisioned as a pocket dimension he leapt back into battle. The sword broke through the massive creature's shield and it blocked with its own blade. 

Fayren blocked a direct strike from the monster. Another soldier cast a fireball at the beast but it became extinguished the moment it hit its body. No damage. The raiders came over the wall, ignoring Fayren and the rest of his platoon as they continued their way to the village. A second blow from the creature nearly shattered Fayren's sword and caused him to stumble backward. He drew a long knife from his belt, dual wielding weapons, he charged the creature and stabbed it in the thigh. Black blood ran out from the inside of its leg and it let out a wail. The other creatures turned and began sprinting towards Fayren and the monster. 

"A weakness, finally," Fayren smiled. He lunged forward again attempting to catch the creature off-guard. It dodged his strike and kicked him in the side forcing him to stumble several feet backwards. The tall creature lifted its blade into the air, ready to deliver a finishing blow. Fayren dropped to his knees, he could feel his ribs had been shattered. He knew from years and years of fighting what defeat looked like and he had never felt so underpowered in all his life. Not even at the beginning. 

Just as all seemed lost the skies turned purple and several dozen starships appeared above the battle. The creatures stopped cold. Looking upwards they summoned portals and began to flee the scene. 

The raiders, caught off guard, became easy prey for Fayren and everyone else to pick off. 




****







"The Aggregate, the know-nothings, they have us all in prison. The value of freedom diminishes every day. If we value our liberties, our souls, then it is our duty to escape, and take as many people with us as possible," Aeton started. "When a soldier is held prisoner, it is our duty to not only escape but take as many with us as possible." 

"Nice speech, pick that up from Lagrange?" Cessk laughed. He was wearing a hood, two swords adorned his side. He looked like a futuristic techno-samurai. 

"Nothing so special, great leaders have said it better in the past," Aeton said, tapping a tablet in his hand, he edited out Cessk's additional comments and uploaded the recording to the net. 

"No one is listening," Cessk told him. 

"If even one person hears the call then that is all that matters, all it takes is one drop to break a dam."

"Yes sir, Confucius sir," Cessk laughed. 

"Another man far wiser than I am," Aeton grinned. 

"Another dead husk, forgotten in all but a few boring history books."

"If we don't learn from the past we'll continue to make the same mistakes. Humans are the definition of insanity." 

"Most would say we've excelled past our mistakes, we've ascended, even the weakest among us now is far greater than any one human from the ages of land and ruin." 

"The Aggregate would tell us they were our gods," Aeton argued. 

"And some of them may be," Cessk was quick to respond. He wasn't completely wrong. During the cataclysm of Earth several Aggregate had appeared to humans, toying with them like gods playing a game. Humanity might have ascended to their courts but we were mere jesters. 

"Gods don't bleed," Aeton smiled. 

"What have you done now?" Cessk grunted. 




The two were standing in a park in Diamond City. It was late evening, and Aeton had asked Cessk to meet him here only a few hours before. It had been several years now since Aeton had defected from the Aggregate and he and his brother Eli had carried FoxFire back to the surface. Aeton couldn't erase the image of the human girl, the mystery of Gaia-2 from his head. He felt obsessed and had already figured out that he wasn't going to get answers from his superiors. Humans were pawns. Worst case scenario he would get his brother and squad into trouble. But if he ran, without warning, if he deserted them they would be interrogated for sure but they wouldn't lose face, not to mention, Aeton might need them someday. And so Aeton made his way to a Terris hangar, found one of their fastest drop ships, one equipped with an FTL drive, and disappeared. He'd met Cessk a couple months later on the world of Etrin. 

The first few weeks of Aeton's new life were spent in a bottle of regret. Cessk had been chasing a bounty through a bar, good side work when he stumbled upon Aeton already half drunk on imported whiskey. The bar was mostly empty aside from a few other colonists and a couple of curious alien humanoids. Before humanity joined their ranks the Aggregate had never enjoyed the taste of fermented bread or grapes. It wasn't long before humanity's poisons became all the rage. It didn't take long before Cessk recognized him as a fugitive. Rather than grab him and turn him in for an extra reward Cessk found himself in conversation. 

"Must be this bar," Cessk said. His other bounty had gotten away. 

"Not in the mood for conversation," Aeton growled, he didn't bother to pour his whiskey in a glass anymore, instead drinking straight from the bottle. 

"Earth salvage? Rare stuff," Cessk stated. 

"Copy. Bottles 3-D printed and the booze is mixed in one of the back rooms, tastes more like toilet water than whiskey, wouldn't be surprised if some other species got their spunk in it." 

"Prang, here I was going to request a bottle for myself." 

"Waste of fine credits, I'll happily splurge." 

"What a bagger," Cessk smiled. 

"Cheers, to the new world," Aeton said, taking a shot. This time he poured one out for Cessk, still managing to get it all into a tiny shot glass despite being obviously drunk. Cessk didn't drink. 

"So what has you bent?" Cessk asked. 

"Family," Aeton smirked. 

"Wife back home?" 

"Nothing so messy." 

"Kids? You seem too old to be thinking of your parents, unless it's their health, in which case I'm sorry." 

"Brother, 'mates, Don't worry, no need to get bent up bounty hunter." 

Cessk looked at Aeton with a grin. He had been made. 

"What gave it away?" 

"Saw you eyeing the joint soon as you came in... also there was a guy running out the back before you." 

Cessk realized how obvious he was now. Though the truth was most didn't pay attention to things like that. These backwater worlds were mostly filled with farmers and engineers, usually drowning their day to day woes in drinks or looking to score something big. That Cessk had stumbled upon two quarries in the same bar was nothing short of a miracle. 

"Seems you're worth your weight in it," Cessk smiled. He was challenging Aeton now. Aeton however was no stranger to trouble. 

Aeton smiled and slid over a tablet to Cessk. 

"Click it, code is 0-4-5-1," Aeton told him. 

Cessk entered the code into the tablet and a picture of his bounty appeared, beaten, bleeding, and tied up on the bathroom floor, cuffed to a toilet. "I told you, tastes like toilet water," Aeton growled. A moment later Aeton stood up with the bottle of whiskey and smashed it on the table. The bartender fled as did several of the other patrons. 

"Don't get up, slide over to the next image," Aeton ordered. 

Cessk stared at Aeton, who was no longer acting drunk, and did as he commanded. The next image was of the bottom of Cessk's seat and a small explosive. 

"What if I hadn't sat here? What if I stood up before you could have warned me?" Cessk growled. 

"We'd both be dead," Aeton answered. "Now, I have a few questions." 

Cessk nodded. 

"What's my bounty? Who placed it?" 

"Platinum, the Aggregate Council, Gaia-3 Provisions, System C, L-04," Cessk said, trying to be precise. He was actually staring at the bounty in his right eye, augmented vision that told him the basics of his targets. Had he used it earlier he would have even been able to identify the water in the whiskey bottle. Maybe saved himself from drinking the piss. 

"Threat Level?" Aeton asked. 

"Fourteen," Cessk said. Aeton smiled. Fourteen was high enough that most bounty hunters, unless they were clever or stupid, wouldn't bother messing with him. The reward for his capture might have been platinum but the dangers outweighed the risk. 

"And last, is there a bounty for a woman named FoxFire?" 

Cessk checked. "No." 

Aeton smiled again and this time asked if there was a bounty listed on his brother. Cessk once again answered with a firm 'No.' Aeton was pleased and placed the broken glass down. It was a cautionary measure. If somehow Cessk managed to reach down and diffuse the bomb under his seat Aeton would have to step in, close quarters and cut him. Aeton smiled now though, grabbing a real bottle of whiskey from behind the bar. 

"I could have killed you just now," Cessk stated. He laid the fuse on the bar table. Aeton smiled grabbing two glasses and pouring them both a drink. 

"No you wouldn't." 

"And why is that?" 

"You hate the gods as much as me." 




Aeton had made the right call. Cessk did hate the Aggregate. Having spent a lifetime growing up in one of their colonies he became a soldier just like Aeton and his brother. Retiring from service and entering the arena games Cessk made a name for himself as a mech pilot and sharpshooter. It wasn't long though before he competed in a game no one was meant to survive. Dropped on an alien world, left for dead as cameras recorded every execution. The Aggregate elders had bet money against any human surviving one of their harsher worlds. Cessk and several others vowed to prove them wrong. Cessk, coming out alive, killed his agent, and retired from the intergalactic sport. 

The two formed a partnership. Working together to take down bounties as well as recruit a team of misfits, people the Aggregate saw as a threat. They faked the deaths of some, others stayed with them, onboard the stolen alien starship Aeton used as their base. It wasn't long before the two had an entire crew surrounding them. 




Leaving the park Cessk followed Aeton to an Earth-like apartment building. The two didn't say a single word to one another as they walked into the freight elevator and took it several dozen stories up. Aeton stepped out first, loosening a key from his pocket. 

"Look at this, so retro," he smiled, flipping the key in his hand. 

"Sometimes I think they do it to remind us what we lost in the cataclysm, a reminder just how far we've come." 

"And how advanced they are," Aeton added. He placed the key back in his pocket. It was just a token, as long as he had it on him he could open whatever it unlocked with the wave of his hand. In this case, it unlocked apartment 4-5-1. 

Cessk rolled his eyes at the number as Aeton welcomed him inside. The walls were almost completely bare. There was no furniture. No holos, no wires or interfaces connecting the room to the net, no nothing. 

"What is this?" Cessk asked. 

Aeton motioned for Cessk to follow him again. This time Cessk gasped aloud as the bathroom door opened and laying in the tub was one of the Aggregate elder species, a squid-like creature with purple skin, humans called them Calamari but their real name had been Athnos. 

Cessk scanned the alien for a moment. Trying his best to ignore the smell of dead squid that lingered in the air. 

"Augments are missing," Cessk noted. 

"Cut 'em out myself," Aeton smiled. 

"You serious?" 

"Got a job for us, a big one, one that could change the fate of humanity forever," Aeton started.  


Chapter 11




Gore




Breakaway fell to the floor, jaw broken, nose cracked sideways. Eli hadn't meant to tear him up as bad as he had but Breakaway wasn't backing down. 

"This was supposed to be a sparring match," Eli screamed. Despite his stamina being lower than usual after his ‘decompression’ with FoxFire he was still holding his own in the match. Breakaway was pulling himself back up off the floor. Despite his face, knuckles bleeding he still wasn't backing down. In his hand he held a small gray pill. 

"He's got smoke," said one of the grunts on the sidelines. 

Eli noticed it almost just as quickly but he was too far away to do anything about it. FoxFire jumped into the circle trying to knock it from Breakaway's hand but even she was too late. Longshot jumped into the circle and was immediately met by Breakaway's back hand. Longshot was tossed longways to the side, knocked out as his head hit the floor. 

Breakaway just started laughing. 

"Juice," FoxFire said as she turned to Aj. Aj knew just what she meant, with one smoke Breakaway was now the strongest mortal on their ship and it was obvious this wasn't just a grudge match. If Breakaway wanted he could maim or kill nearly everyone onboard before the smoke ran its course, but his eyes were on Eli only. And Eli was already pushing his limits. 

Aj turned to run out of the mess. The tables had been pushed aside, unbolted from the floor and turned on their sides around the room. FoxFire wasn't sure how Breakaway had managed to steal or sneak a smoke onboard her starship but now she was sure she had been way too relaxed. Several others followed behind him, afraid of what Breakaway was capable of, afraid that once he was finished with Eli he would turn on them. 

"This is a mutiny," Breakaway spit. 

"All I see is a rabid dog needing to be put down," Eli snarled. 

Eli moved his legs into a fighting stance, arms up, he knew he couldn't take a single punch, not from a smoke-infused grunt like Breakaway, but if years of experience had taught him anything it was that no matter how weak you were fighting was about movement. 

Breakaway leapt forward. Faster than Eli imagined. FoxFire sprang to action unleashing a nano-wire from around her wrist like a whip and wrapping it around Breakaway's right arm as he pulled back for a heavy punch. Breakaway turned, his eyes glowing red and pulled FoxFire forward while Eli moved his left leg through the air, meeting Breakaway's ribs with as much force as he could muster. 

The kick did very little damage. Eli even felt the top of his foot fracture from the impact. Every muscle in Breakaway's body had been hardened. He turned laughing at the two opponents as his body began to glow with a yellow hue. Eli had seen energy buildup like this once before, one of his side jobs after his brother split. 

"That wasn't smoke," Eli stated. 

"Look at him, you sure?" FoxFire cried out. 

"It's a black market variant, the formula doesn't hold the same, we've got about two to three minutes before his muscles turn to mush." 

"More than enough time," Breakaway added, a moment later he moved his arm in the air towards Eli who dodged. Breakaway was surprised, he never expected he would actually have to put any effort into assassinating his targets but all the same he wasn't about to let the last few minutes of his life fall to waste. Breakaway turned towards FoxFire. "You were looking for someone to fight, right," he licked his lips. 

FoxFire dived forward and ducked, sweeping her leg across and hitting Breakaway in the back of his shin. She could feel his muscle absorb the blow as he reached down and grabbed her own leg. Breakaway lifted her into the air and tossed her outside the circle into the fold between two of the mess tables. The two tables fell down over the top of her as Eli struck at the back of Breakaway's neck. Still no damage. 

Breakaway laughed again, turning and reaching down to grab Eli. Eli dodged, he was faster than Breakaway, whose inexperience with smoke gave Eli the advantage he needed to get away quicker. 

Eli dodged again and rolled as Breakaway slammed his fists against the floor of the mess, leaving a large dent in his wake. With Breakaway's powers, if he realized it, he could punch a hole straight through the ship. 

"Come on borex, that all you got?" Eli taunted Breakaway with words and motions. At the same time Aj returned to the room with the juice and began running towards FoxFire's side. Breakaway wasn't as stupid as they hoped and tapped Aj with his shoulder breaking the juice capsule and several of Aj's ribs as he slammed against the floor. 

"Pathetic, all of you, servants of forgotten gods," Breakaway preached. He reached down and picked Aj up by his neck. A loud snap echoed through the mess as Breakaway broke Aj's neck and dropped him to the floor. FoxFire screamed as she stood up and pushed herself forward towards Breakaway, she didn't care that the grunt had superpowers. Breakaway grabbed her wrist moments before it made a connection to his broken nose. She spread her fist out tapping his nose with her fingers, moving it slightly over where the bone was broken. Smoke could harden muscles, bones, but not nerves. The broken bone shifted a centimeter as her fingers pressed against it, she pressed her palm forward as the tyrant yelled in pain. 

"Didn't expect that, did you?" FoxFire growled. Breakaway tightened his hold on her wrist and she felt her bone snap. 

Eli ran up beside them, he beat his fists against Breakaway's body. It was like punching a steel wall.  FoxFire fell to the ground and with bloody knuckles Eli continued his assault until Breakaway turned his knee upward into Eli's stomach. He fell to the ground. 

Eli spit blood and smiled. "Ten, nine, eight..." he started to count down. Breakaway knew what was about to happen. He could feel the smoke burning through his veins, the yellow hue glowing brighter than ever as his eyes turned red. His muscles began pillowing outwards. 

"I'll sink this whole prang ship," Breakaway cursed. He turned, eyeballed the nearest wall. He knew just what Eli and FoxFire had been worried about, with smoke poured throughout his body he was strong enough to tear through the hull. The Extella was an old ship, only about 17.3 inches, a small amount of insulation, and alien steel separated them from the vacuum of space. 

Breakaway hit the side of the starship with all his strength, tackling it with his shoulder. It took him less than a second to recover and start beating it with his fists. His first punch broke through about six inches of the hull, his second, weaker, three inches. Then his time was up. His last punch barely registered as the yellow hue around his body dissipated into a mist and every vein in his body burst under his skin. Breakaway fell slumped up against the wall, blood spilling from his mouth as he tried to scream. 

FoxFire sat on the ground clutching her broken wrist as several medics entered inside the mess. She pushed them away and began moving towards Aj's body. His chest heaving up and down. The young soldier was still somehow alive but barely. 

"Help them first," she ordered. She pointed to Aj and Longshot. 

"Aye," said one of the medics. 

Eli crawled towards her. 

"How did you know to time it like that?" 

"Luck, after Terris I ran a few missions taking down some pretty nasty people making variants of smoke and fire," he answered. 

"Who do you think sent him?" 

"He called us 'servants of forgotten gods', I'm guessing he is a follower of Aeton and his rebels," Eli answered. 

"They might have more, from here out we're going into lockdown, red alert, tandem crew," FoxFire said. "Trix, you listening, I want everybody on this ship checked and double checked, anyone even blinks wrong they go out the airlock." 

"Aye," said Trix through FoxFire's earpiece. 

 FoxFire stood up, her wrist dangling in the air by her side. The time for laid-back leadership was over. 

She growled into her comm giving another order to Trix, “Course correction, we need to make a pit stop. Breakaway was one of our top gunners.”


Chapter 12




Diamond City




Fayren and several others were first to meet the Aggregate. It was first contact with an alien species just not exactly the way anyone imagined it happening. Most of the humans looked like cavemen, wearing what they needed to survive and mis-matched armor, painted with colors and images they found aesthetic. It was here, as they were being granted gifts and welcomed to a larger world that Fayren recognized one of the Aggregate as the species that had attacked his clan out of nowhere. It was enough to make him pull away but not his family… 




****




Aeton had just landed on Mer a few days earlier and was now meeting an old friend inside the terminal that would take him to orbit where the Adas-12, a level 5 starship, waited for deployment. 

Walking through the city streets Aeton passed by a group of people racing small tarantula-like creatures. The sight of it made him furious. He knew that the alien creatures were endangered and yet here colonists, human and alien alike were gathered racing them, calling in bets. Most of the small creatures looked like they had been malnourished, food placed at the end of the finish line gave them motivation to move. 

"Stop this," Aeton growled. 

"What's the harm, let the kids have some fun," said one of the 'event' managers. He was standing in front of a box filled with a dozen of the alien creatures, kept in cages. 

"You're starving them, forcing them to race for food." 

"Your point? They are just animals," the manager said. A moment later he took one and opened its cage, letting it walk out on the table. 

Aeton knew better. The tarantulas were actually considered sentient, they had empathy, intelligence, even communication between their kind. In the wild they lived and hunted in colonies, growing to be the size of dogs. Had the Aggregate not colonized this world it would have only taken the spiders a few thousand years to develop the use of tools. Some Aggregate even believed the spiders’ evolution to be convergent with their own. And still, they did nothing to stop this. 

"We're just animals," Aeton muttered. 

The manager laughed, "Here, borrow this one on the house, if it wins I'll even let you take it home." 

Aeton stared at the man. He couldn't believe the manager was human. Aeton felt enraged. It seemed no one learned anything from the past. 

"No, alright then," the manager took a knife and slammed it down through the middle of the alien tarantula. 

"They are worth more dead anyway," the manager smirked. It was another lie spread throughout the city streets. The spider's venom sac could be sold as an aphrodisiac, not that it actually worked. 

Aeton was enraged, grabbed his knife and slammed it between the manager's hands. The manager screamed. 

"Maybe we should have been left on Earth to rot," Aeton growled. The manager reached down to grab a gun from his side. Aeton didn't hesitate, pushing the manger backwards into the cages which were poorly kept. They opened and a dozen of the alien spiders began crawling around and stinging the man. The audience, kids and adults, that had been watching the race turned and ran. 

Aeton already knew none of the spiders stood a chance. Free as they were to wander the city, they would never survive here in this city as they had in the wild. The future of this species was nothing short of a disaster as long as people kept seeing them as pests. This attack was a means to an end benefiting Aeton more than anyone else, certainly not the dead poacher or the tarantulas who would be lucky to survive the rest of the week. 

Maybe rumors would be spread about the spiders, the dangers of the races... maybe some would turn away from this line of work in fear of a reaper coming to collect them. Maybe this attack would raise some kind of awareness within the city. None of it mattered, Aeton had stopped this man who would never again venture back into the wild to capture the spiders and for now, that was enough. 

Things had changed over the years. Once, Aeton never imagined he would be able to take a human life so easily. Now, after years of running and fighting it had become second nature. This moment, it wouldn't haunt him as it should, and perhaps that is what frightened Aeton most. 

Aeton continued forward, leaving the spiders to crawl away and into the dark passages and corners of the city. 'A diamond, infested,' Aeton thought, this city was meant to be a shining beacon, but it was just as dirty and filthy as any Aeton had read in the history books. 

The alley Aeton walked through led to a market, filled with foods and buyers pitching their goods from all over the world. Some were selling Earth salvage. Antiques, watches, clocks, and old dining wear. The seller wasn't human and when asked by several interested parties explained the clocks as being primitive instruction devices. He told bystanders that humans would constantly seek out the clocks to understand their place in the universe, without them they felt lost. The forks and spoons, made of silver, he told the bystanders had been weapons, used for stabbing and eating. 

There was no sense in correcting the seller, or informing the bystander of what the items actually were. Humanity still used clocks, and even several of the Earth calendars, whether they were on Earth or not. There were some things that had been kept to preserve human culture. And Aeton was running late to a meeting he had set. From the market it was a twenty minute walk to the space elevator. Once passing through the gates to the terminal Aeton set down to meet his friend in an alien cafe. 

"Heard about the alley on the news," Ray said, sitting down in front of Aeton at the cafe. "Your work?" 

"That obvious?" Aeton asked. 

"Most would have taken the guy's money, nets are saying it was an eco-terrorist, animal rights group that attacked. A few kids even went on cam to say the manager had gotten what he deserved." 

Aeton took a deep breath. 

"Would have been rather nasty had you gotten killed," the man added. 

"I'm a wanted man, the Aggregate have sent all kinds of familiar faces after me, one assassin after another, from this world and the next.” Aeton stopped. It was true. The Aggregate had tracked him down a handful of times and he’d barely escaped with his life. 

“ I'm more concerned about what weapon you bring me?" Aeton motioned for with his hand for Ray to hand over his goods. Ray was an older veteran that had seen combat during several mining excursions. His eyes were solid black an enhancement that allowed him to see in the dark. His eyes glowed the way a cat's eyes would glow in the dark. Many called him 'Catnip' behind his back. 

"Marrow pistol, a part of my personal collection. A donation to the cause. You should be able to get through any security check with this as long as you keep it close to your ribcage. X-rays will register it as a growth so I already made you some documentation, you have a nice clean bill of health besides the bone growth by the way so I hope you don't decide to get sick on your way up. Also you are allergic to peanuts."  

Aeton smirked and  took one look at the small pistol, it was only about the size of his hand etched from bone and marrow. It was soft but not soft enough you could break it. Inside the gun there was no gas or electric wires, it was all gears. It was very Victorian looking like something you would see held by an assassin but Aeton guessed that was exactly what he was. 

The small pistol held seven shots. Aeton only needed five. 

"I'll take good care of it. I'm sorry I won't be able to return it, I'll leave some inheritance behind to cover the cost," Aeton said. He already knew his mission was going to end with his death. This was a one-way trip to hell. The plan was simple. Get onboard the Adas-12 with a group, solo passengers, aristocrats buying their way in at the last minute. From there they would meet up with Cessk, one of the best mercenaries in the Aggregate's Empire once the ship left orbit. From there the two would kill the Aggregate pilots and any others that got in their way while the others onboard eject the pods of those inside stasis. They should all land safely back on the planet, one of the benefits of having their pods equipped with autopilot. They will wake up with a bad headache and maybe a few won't make it but it will be better then tagging along for the ride.  




"Don't worry about it, enjoy what you have left. I'm sure there are several nice cases of wine somewhere in the cellar of the Adas as well as few other toys you can enjoy on the trip," Ray laughed. The two shook hands like old friends and went their separate ways. He was right in a way. The Adas-12 had more than enough provisions to last Aeton a lifetime and he had every right to live out what was left of his life onboard the ship. The ship was meant to have a multi-generational crew of five to ten awake at all times. The Adas-12 would do all the work all we had to do was program it's course and destination. Like a satellite array programmed to seek out comets and asteroids it would guide itself into the invading ship even if they saw it coming. It was insane. Probably more insane then any of the species they had seen before. Humans were always ready to die in the line of fire. Always ready to lead the charge. 




Halfway up the orbital elevator Aeton got a message from Cessk. In a private room he stepped away and took his call. All around him the walls turned blue and silver, small pixels covered every inch of the wall until it seemed Cessk was standing right in front of him. 

"Ray has been shot. Killed leaving the port by a group the news outlets began claiming had been us." Cessk was already onboard the Adas-12 and therefore he was able to hookup to the nets and get all the information he wanted in real time. Aeton knew right away that something was wrong. 

"Don't worry about them listening, I have secured this line and I already double-checked it before calling you." Aeton wasn't worried; there was very little security between the elevator and the Adas-12. All of that was below on the surface. Everyone was free here to indulge themselves however they wanted. It was a slow luxurious death. 

"Someone tip the Aggregate?" Aeton asked. 

It wasn't long before the transmission cut itself out. The orbital elevator crossed the atmosphere and hooked up to the station. A man looking similar to Eli walked into the room. Aeton turned and fired from the marrow pistol taking out his would-be assassin. He examined the body for a moment. It looked like Eli, even had his eyes, but the body was not his brothers. 

"They would never send my brother," Aeton assured himself as he hid the body in a storage compartment on the elevator. 

Aeton was in a dead zone but only for half a block before boarding the Adas-12.  He made his way towards some of the other passengers mingling and faking his way into their clique with small talk. 

Aeton lied. When he finally reached the edge of the Adas-12. One more passage and he was free to go about my business. Most onboard would already be in the deep freeze and he just needed to wander a bit, maybe get lost in a storage room or hideout inside a small drop ship in the hangar for an hour or more before they take off. 

 Underneath the skin on the skin between my thumb and Aeton's finger was a small chip that Cessk could use to locate him anytime. Cessk looked human but in his eyes he had a small fixture implanted that allowed him foresight into a great many things including tracking Aeton, identifying threats, scanning rooms as well as searching and hacking the nets and most computers. He also had several microchips under the tips of his fingers that made him the only one capable of unlocking any doors or hatches inside the ship that would otherwise be blocked off. Cessk also had several bio-organic weapons placed beneath his skin. A bone inside his knuckle could expand into a blade; his fingernails could extend into razors, and his spine could extend outward into small jagged daggers. Aeton had seen pictures of him in this form covered in blood and outfitted with combat armor that adapted to his body modifications. It was a scary sight. When transformed he looked like a demon straight out of the fires of hell yielding medieval weapons bound in bone bloody and raw. 

Cessk came later than Aeton thought. Aeton was hiding under a console inside one of the drop ships. He was surprised by how many stayed awake to participate in a bedtime orgy before going into the deep freeze. Aeton did his best to hide away, only taking part in a few explicit festivities. 

Aeton wondered if Cessk had actually participated. He seemed somewhat sweaty when he found him. It didn't matter either way. The two had plenty of time once the halls had cleared.

"How long have we been wandering now, an hour? I thought this was going to be easier, this ship isn't that big," Aeton exclaimed, exhausted from walking around. 

The two were inside a tunnel that seemed to stretch on forever. 

"I'm starting to think the blueprints we stole were wrong, nothing matches the data we intercepted," Cessk said. 

They continued walking until we found a small shaft. Cessk was right, nothing matched the blueprints they had stolen. Aeton watched as he used the microchips in his hand, moving them around the hatch in a circle until finally the lock unlatched itself. 

Aeton crawled inside first and entered a huge room rectangular dimly lit by fluorescent and neon lighting. On the ceiling there were several rails that ran the width of the room. 

"Get down!" Cessk shouted. The rails lit up and the room came to life. All along the walls they could see various species of Aggregate standing asleep inside stasis chambers like vampires inside coffins. Several figures appeared hovering underneath the rails. They looked like upper torsos hung upside down their heads gazing at the floor while what should have been their lower half was fixed to the rails like a wasp's stinger stuck inside skin. 

"Autons, I hate autons!" Aeton shouted as he fired two of his seven rounds at the machine. Autons were robots programmed as security guards usually found in military bases, warehouses, and labs. The two would-be assassins should have guessed the Aggregate would have some kind of protection. 

The bone blade tore out from Cessk's skin and he threw himself in the air tearing the auton to several sharp mechanical pieces. Aeton had already wasted bullets so he grabbed the mechanical arm that fell to the floor and joined in the fight flailing it around like a sword in the air, dodging bullets and energy beams and hitting the second Auton like its head was a baseball and he was holding a baseball bat. 

Cessk took out the third and fourth as quickly as he had taken down the first. When the fog cleared both were covered in the black fluid that charged the machines and kept their gears running. They looked like fools that had been rolling around in tar.  Aeton exhaled as one of the Aggregates cells began to open. He knew they were heading in the right direction but none of these were the ancient ones he was hunting. It didn't matter. If it came down to it he would use his bare hands against them. The Aggregate came out disoriented. A side effect of going into the deep freeze, Aeton had to be quick when he grabbed him and broke his neck. One by one the other pods began to open. Outnumbered and outmatched Cessk and Aeton began to run.


Chapter 13




Skylines







“Just bad luck,” Cessk growled.

What happened to the other team? Can we call in support?" Aeton screamed as Cessk and he began moving corner-to-corner through a maze or metal and scrap. They had made their way inside one of the several storage rooms filled with items the crew of Adas-12 would use to build homes on their new world. Each of the resistance that came aboard were equipped with a microchip, like Cessk there were several others who could track each of them. Cessk wrist lit up with a small holo display. Annoyed Aeton would scream at him in the middle of a firefight he pointed at the dots. 

“Us, and them.” They watched in horror as the red dots that represented the rest of their crew disappeared. Blinking out quicker and quicker. Sometimes three at a time. Sometimes one of the dots would run away only to disappear. Aeton and Cessk had no idea who was left, or who might have been captured. All they knew for sure was that their reinforcements were running behind and they’d be dead before anyone caught up to them. 

"Why is everything going so wrong?" Aeton asked. 

"They knew we were going to come aboard. We have a leak somewhere, I presume someone high up." 

"That or they found and tortured someone in the resistance.” Aeton had been given training to resist torture, if they got caught they were to cite their name and the alphabet backwards and that was all but there were always ways to make someone break. The Aggregate had a way of drilling into someone minds and pulling them apart from the inside out. They’d find what they wanted to know and leave nothing but a husk. The colonies and transport ships had no protection laws. The Aggregate in particular could do whatever they wanted to anyone they caught on or off world and to anyone that defied them. "If we can find an armory we might stand a chance," Aeton growled.

There was no point in Cessk pulling up another holo or checking the map. Instead he broke open a console on the wall near them and clipped several wires to his fingertips. Hacking into the starship’s system was the easy part. His eyes seemed to glow for a moment as he uploaded all the information he could inside that round skull of his. 

"This way, it's actually just around the corner, shit," he smiled as the two  picked themselves off the ground and just like that he found the armory was right around the corner as Cessk proclaimed. 

Cessk waved his hand in front of the lock. "No vintage keys here," he smirked. The door immediately opened. “I am a master at what I do.” 

In front of them was a massive stockpile of hundreds of level 2 and 3 assault rifles, sniper rifles, pistols, even pulse shotguns that hung in row after row along the silver and gold walls. It was an assassin's wet dream. The two grabbed several anti-matter grenades and several weapons each. Over Aeton's shoulder he carried a level 2 pulse shotgun and a level 2 assault rifle filled with anti-armor rounds and three charge shots. 

"We could fight them all from in here, couldn't we?" Aeton asked. 

"No, if we do that they can just lock us in and flood out the oxygen, we have about five minutes any level," Cessk was quick to answer, it seemed he already knew what Aeton was going to ask.

"It seems a damn shame to leave all this behind." 

"Take as much as you can carry," Cessk declared.  

Aeton decided he still didn't like the idea of discarding the bone gun so he stuck it back in the satchel that hung next to his ribcage. Together they grabbed a bag and put several more weapons inside of it and filled it with ammo. 

The bag was heavy enough it took both of them to carry it out of the armory. Both of them sighed as they began walking away, tossing three unpinned grenades back behind them and locking the hatch. The armory exploded, hard enough to shake the level of the ship they were on. 

"Lucky we didn't blow a hole in the hull," Cessk stated. 

"Not this ship," Aeton declared. “There’s a reason we’re here.”

"Gotta go big, go loud." 

"It's a damn shame, all that firepower lost," Aeton said, though he was actually more relieved than disappointed. The less guns available on board the better chance they had of surviving long enough to take control.

Cessk and Aeton walked like they owned the place. Through the hallways they shot at anything that moved or looked alive. Several more autons attacked them. This time they weren't on rails. 

"Variety is the spice of life," Cessk called out. The Autons instead looked more like cartoon human characters oddly proportioned riding black steel tanks with six wheels. Aeton sniped several from afar as the tunnels seemed to never end in the distance. The ships size was beginning to play tricks on their mind. A maze of metal hallways all resembling one another. One minute they would be moving around corners navigating the maze just fine and the next the hallway seemed to go on forever only for them to find they could reach the end in several minutes, seconds if they ran fast enough. And they were running. Even with the bag of weapons, the two mercs hauled ass. 

"This can't be happening," Aeton screamed, coming around a corner and shooting several squid unloading the last of his clip. 

Everything seemed to grow silent. The only sound they could hear were the vents that recycled the oxygen around us. Then a voice came from all around them. It was the ship's intercom, "Wakey wakey time to get up everyone, we have some strange visitors onboard that are desperate to meet you all," the voice was that of a small child high pitched, strange and creepy. Aeton could feel the hair on his arms rise as chills ran down his spine. 

The intercom came on again,"Two armed men in their mid twenties, possibly early thirties are killing civilians inside stasis, arm yourselves and fight back for the Aggregate, for ascension." This voice was different, more pronounced. It was a grown man, more stern it sounded like it could have been a general or some other kind of soldier in the upper echelon. 

"We can't kill civilians, " Aeton shouted at Cessk. 

Aeton was ready to stand down. The Aggregate were waking up a quarter of the ship and sending them against the two. If they knew what they were planning Aeton was sure at least half of them would have joined in their fight for freedom, for humanity but he had no way of telling anyone. They would only think them mad. There was too much to explain and too little time. Had Aeton realized the Aggregate would do this he could have at least grabbed some non-lethal weapons before blowing apart the armory. 

"Shit shit shit," a group was coming around the corner, they were fast they had been the first to wake up several levels above them. They were each armed with a level 1 pistol or rifle. They were also human, colonists. Not soldiers but farmers and people looking to start over on a new world. 

"WE CAN'T SHOOT THEM," Aeton screamed as Cessk changed out the muzzle on his rifle and began steadying it, ready to take aim. 

Aeton didn't know why or what came over him. For the greater good he could have killed everyone on board the starship, fulfilled his mission and accepted his punishment in hell. He couldn't let that happen though, he couldn't watch the innocent, the people like his father, his mother, his brother that only believed they were doing right die. 

Aeton held his bone gun in his hand against the skin of Cessk's left temple. 

"Please don't make me do this, we can run backwards, we know the Aggregate are in the control room otherwise they couldn't let anyone out of stasis, we can't do this Cessk, we can't take innocent lives," Aeton was nearly crying. Cessk had been his friend inside the resistance, they practically started their sect together, they had drunk together, laughed together, even gone on dates together and now here they stood on opposite sides. The chances of them actually making it to the control room were near impossible but it was a risk Aeton was willing to take even if he had to take it alone.

Cessk lowered his rifle. Aeton felt a small sense of relief as he stood up from the ground. The relief was short though as the moment he lowered his pistol one of the ship's crew rounded the corner, antique shotgun in hand. 

Cessk didn't hesitate. Bullets flew from Cessk's weapon, as time seemed to slow down around the two of them. The bullet penetrated the neck of the man, a loud, almost instantaneous kill. When time sped up again others began coming around the corner firing in every direction. Few of them had probably ever shot a real gun before. Cessk began firing; like a wild, frenzied animal. There was nothing Aeton could do to stop him. Almost nothing. 

Aeton ran back as fast as he could. When there was enough space between the ship's crew and him he dropped several smoke grenades. He was hoping it would put more distance between them and himself but the truth was he was running away from Cessk's dead husk. Aeton could feel the gunshot residue on his hand and Cessk’s blood was still warm across the side of my face. Aeton wasn't sure what he thought would happen; the truth was physically he didn't feel that much different. Mentally though he felt like he was two different people. He could hear voices screaming in his head that there must have been another way. Everything seemed so loud as if he was at a death metal concert laying his head right against a speaker no longer hearing music but instead hearing the static gain as his eardrum bled. He reminded himself, repeating his mantra over and over again… ‘for the betterment of all.’ 

Aeton moved towards the control room. He still had a mission to accomplish. He still had to steal the giant starship and from there he could lock himself inside the bridge, send everyone back to their pods and send them flying back home to Diamond City as he and the Adas-12 flew away. 

"Bloody bastards, if they only knew the truth they would be grateful," Aeton said to himself wishing Cessk was around to listen. He wasn’t. Aeton was alone now, not even able to pull up a holo to see how many, if any, dots were still on his side. He felt sick, trembling. He leaned back against a wall and pulled a stim from his pocket. Hesitant at first Aeton stuck it into the side of his leg. The world seemed to slow down around him as the juice calmed his nerves and he focused on his mission. 




Aeton was already two levels away when a little girl appeared in front of him. At first he didn't notice her. She seemed almost like a mirage, an apparition, something out of the corner of his eye. He would have run right into her if he had lost his concentration. She looked like she couldn't have been older than twelve or thirteen. She turned towards him. His insight ability popped up and showed she was as a level 3 human, Gaia-2. This was the second time in his life he had seen that strange combination of words. This time however, despite still learning more and more about the Aggregate he had a clearer understanding of what it meant. 

"Move out of the way," Aeton screamed at the top of his lungs. He was against the Aggregate, he believed every one of them should be eliminated but he still couldn't pull the trigger, especially now. 

Aeton held his gun out in front of him staring at her white and blue dress through his scope. He fired a warning shot against the wall. He was far enough away from the crew now that he had some time he could waste. The young woman from Gaia-2 didn't move, she didn't even hesitate when the sound alone should have scared her away. She was defenseless, no weapon, no knife, nothing. Her hands were empty aside from a small pink bow that she had wrapped around her finger. She tilted her head and looked at Aeton who let out a small cry and ran past her, cursing like a sailor as he did. 

'Why do they have to look so much like us? It wasn't fair.' He thought.  

"Hey mister, you're going the wrong way," Aeton was running as fast as he could but right beside him now was the young girl running just as fast. 

"What the hell are you talking about?" he said, not really sure why he was responding, If she was here, she was the enemy. 

"You're trying to get to the control room huh right, so you want to turn around and take the small shaft, from there you just need to crawl up two more levels and you'll be able to walk right inside." 

"What the hell would you know, your planning a trap," 

"No way, I want them dead as much as you," she said. Aeton stopped running, surprised at the girl’s words. “What are you on about?" 

"The Aggregate, you call them that right, well I'm not like them. I've been following you for a while. I've been trying to find someone like you. Blending in, hiding. You have been touched by another of my kind. I can still sense their presence in your mind. I know you want to steal the diamond ship. Kill me if you like, but I'm right, you'll either trust me or die." She held out her hand a small sign of trust though Aeton had no experience or way of knowing whether or not he could trust her. 

"How can I trust you?" Aeton asked, she was calm now, less irritating then before and she spoke in a way that he could have imagined her as being his little sister, "It's a leap of faith, if you don't you'll die anyway." 


Chapter 14




Unlucky







"Unlucky 13," Eli grunted. He was looking at Breakaway's enlistment number. He had been the 13th member assigned to the Extella.  

"Bad luck follows us everywhere doesn't it," FoxFire stated. Her wrist was wrapped up in a sling, she could move her hand but she wouldn't be shooting or piloting anytime soon. Her eyes were still filled with anger, more than anything else in the world she hated being betrayed. 

"Not sure, we're alive, that has to count for something," Eli said. FoxFire sighed and nodded her head. 

"What do you think your brother is doing?" FoxFire asked. 

"You know just as much as me," Eli answered. 

"You're his family, you have to have some idea," she frowned. Eli could tell FoxFire was digging for information, this was her subtle way of interrogating him. Part of him wondered when this conversation was going to come up, he'd run it through his mind dozens of times. He'd thought about everything his brother had known, that he had known, he knew he couldn't predict Aeton's moves, Aeton was always too clever for that, but stealing a starship... this was something he never imagined his brother doing. 

"Honestly, I'm in the dark. I haven't spoken to my brother since he left us on Terris. If he had I would have turned him in. I don't know if this has to do with the girl we found there or something more. The Aggregate, they might treat us like their dogs but they are still better than nothing at all. Just look around, this starship is thousands of years more advanced than the fighters we have hanging out in the den. We wouldn't stand a chance here in the stars without them."

"We might," FoxFire said. Eli was taken back, surprised to hear her say something that might as well be heresy. 

"There are alien species that would eat us, kill us, keep us locked in cages." 

"Like the ones you fought after Terris?" FoxFire asked. Eli understood now that she had done some digging. Most of what Eli had done after Terris had been black-ops, classified, or completely off the record. The Aggregate had offered him a ship, a crew, much like FoxFire, after Terris, and he refused, instead he stood in the dirt, the muck, kicking hornets nests looking to earn his retirement early. He wasn't proud of the things he did but he knew what he was, a weapon. 

"Humans aren't the only ones that hate the Aggregate," he answered. 

"And any that defy them are slaughtered like rabid animals," FoxFire didn't hesitate in her words. It was like she had rehearsed them. Eli wondered if she was leading him on, trying to trap him. 

"So what if we did? What would you do if we took a vote and everyone of the crew agreed it would be better for us to take the ship and strike out on our own. There are a few backwater worlds that could care less about the Aggregate, we could live alongside the boundary," Eli asked. He tried to keep his expression serious. 

FoxFire stood there silently. Eli could tell she was thinking about it. If she was planning to test his dedication he decided he would do the same. 

"I still have a few contacts that could make this whole ship disappear, we could buy a little freighter, change our names, run cargo. I've heard Antiquity is always looking for fish haulers," Eli smiled. 

"You and fish," FoxFire smirked. 

"Well, I can't catch them for shit," Eli kept the smile on his face. He was tired of the back and forth and just wanted FoxFire to be real with him. The only thing he didn't count on was that she was. 

"I would say yes," FoxFire said straight-faced. 

Eli was taken back. A captain of an Aggregate vessel should never say yes to such a deal. Eli stood there in silence as FoxFire moved closer to him. Eli was so struck by FoxFire's answer he didn't know what to say. 

In the back of Eli's mind he knew the Aggregate were wrong but years of being a soldier had made him defensive. If there was another path forward he knew he would have chosen it, but the Aggregate were kings, and humanity were their sword. Maybe it would take a few hundred or a thousand years for them to see humans as equal to their own but time was on their side. Life was surely better now for humanity than it had been in the centuries past. 

Eli began to move his arm around FoxFire, carefully, he still wasn't sure she wasn't faking all of this. The two had already dealt with one traitor onboard, paranoia was high. He closed his eyes when he realized he didn't care, if FoxFire stabbed him here and now, he would lose nothing. If she was sincere, if she really cared this much about him, going forward meant he might lose everything. 




The alarms on the Extella started blaring as the lights turned red. FoxFire was being held in Eli's arms and immediately lept into action. 

"Captain, we're being boarded, Terris' ship came out of nowhere and knocked us out of FTL," Trix said. 

"Damnit," FoxFire grumbled. She was thinking had Aj been on the bridge he would have been able to get them out of this. But poor Aj was in a brace and still unconscious in the MedBay. His recovery, even with the Aggregate's advanced medical tech, would take weeks. Trix was currently trying her best to do both their jobs. 

The Terris had set a trap. They somehow knew when and where the Extella was going to be in hyperspace and created a softening net to catch them and pull them out. The net had fried navigation and kicked the Extella out of FTL, slowing the ship far enough away the Terris waited with several smaller vessels painted black as space itself. Several of these smaller vessels were equipped with drills to latch onto and drill into the side of the Extella's hull. Things could go one of two ways. The Terris could hole-punch the ship and leave or they could use the holes to board. 

FoxFire would have preferred a battle across the vastness of space, at least then the Extella would have an edge in both shields and firepower. The shields of the Extella wouldn't deflect the hole-punchers as long as they approached the hull slow enough. The shields would register them as drop ships and star fighters letting them pass through unharmed. Space Raiders and pirates used these same tactics.  

"Stay here, lock this after I'm gone, don't open it for anyone but me," FoxFire ordered Eli. 

"I can help," Eli stated. 

"You are helping now, just stay alive," FoxFire glared. 

Eli stood up and saluted FoxFire, "Yes, Sir." 

FoxFire nodded and left. 

Eli alone in his room could feel the starship hull buckle. He estimated that there were at least five hole-punchers across the bow of the starship and another three across the stern. They were swarming the Extella like hornets, stinging at its weakest points. One team to capture the bridge, another to capture the engines. If they managed to succeed at either point they could take control or take out the nearly defenseless starship. 

Eli wished he knew what FoxFire had planned. Most captains would send two squads to each hole-puncher but FoxFire wasn't a normal captain, and the ship had been on lockdown. 

"All hands, this is not a drill, we have multiple hull breaches across the Extella and are going to vent the atmosphere. If you are not in your corridors you have less than thirty seconds to find safety. Again, this is not a drill," FoxFire's voice came through Eli's comm rather than the ship's network. FoxFire was going to vent the atmosphere so the Terris couldn't breathe, not that it would matter, most would likely be wearing combat gear equipped with their own oxygen tanks. 

'She has to know that isn't going to work,' Eli thought. Still, he wasn't sure that was all to FoxFire's plan. Less than thirty seconds later, Eli could feel his room grow colder and the artificial gravity turned off. He started floating, searching his room for his gear, rifle, and ammo. He grabbed the rifle from under his bed, right where he had stashed it and a satchel. He didn't need the ballistic ammo, the rifle could fire pure energy as long as it had a charge, but it was cautionary. He knew from experience shields could refract energy but some had a weakness to hot-lead. 

The wall of Eli's room began to vibrate and he knew immediately what it was. The barracks were located close enough to the bridge and the outer walls of the ship the Terris had made a mistake. Sparks flared floating in every direction before dissipating in a circle six feet high and six feet across. Eli could smell the metal melting as he covered his face with a breather. He wished he had kept some armor in his room too but his BDUs would have to suffice. At least, on the bright side, he wasn't battling Terris naked. Hiding up in the corner of the room he waited. 




The door opened. 




Terris Scouts, Level 3  x15 and that was just what Eli could see. 

"Shit," Eli muttered. He started firing immediately, taking head shots as the Terris walked out into his room. Their hole-puncher was shaped like a long cylinder, thin walls, it was more of a cargo container filled with a simple life support system, the circular drill, and a ton of Terris. 

Eli took out three before they figured out what was happening. One of them brought up a shield but Eli switched to lead ammo and tore right through it. His hunch was right. The Terris were using cheap, black market weapons and supplies. No surprise there, since being stripped of their home their population had been cut into less than 1/3 of what it once was. Eli recognized it for what it was, the Aggregate had committed genocide against them, given them a ship and sent them to make their own way. This made them more dangerous than ever, they were a species backed into a corner. The Extella wasn't exactly being targeted for being an Aggregate ship, just the wrong time, wrong part of space. 

The Terris at the front backed up into the ship as others pushed forward, Eli watched as a group of level 5s in the back pushed forward and pressed the lower level Terris into the side of the ship. He listened closely as bones broke and aimed for the inside of the pod. If he managed to hit it just right he could puncture it but by doing so the hole-puncher might release and depressurize his whole cabin, if he was lucky enough not to get sucked out into the vacuum of space. 

Terris Warrior, Level 5 x 5. This was starting to seem like a bad idea. The level 5s were brutal, carrying swords and clubs. Their armor wasn't the usual Terris tech either and looked like it had been salvaged from another prey they had conquered and killed. 

Eli slipped down, opening the latch of his cabin and exposing the atmosphere to the hallways outside. The atmosphere disappeared almost instantly as he slid his breather up over his mouth. He could feel his ears pop, the cold air brushing over his skin. He had three to five minutes tops before he would get the bends, maybe less. 

Eli floated outside into the hallway closing his door behind him as fast as he could without gravity. The Terris beat against it. Eli continued down the hall with his rifle extended outward, watching and waiting for the door to open, the moment it did, he opened fire. Using small bursts of energy he didn't want his lead to miss and travel through to another part of the ship. Bullets fired in space were roughly the same as bullets fired on a planet, only without gravity they never lost momentum. 

The bursts from Eli's rifle pushed him backwards down through the hallways of the Extella. One after another the Terris floated out of his room only to have their flesh torn apart by the blue energy that ripped through the ship. It was quieter than Eli would have liked. No sound was moving between him and the Terris, making the whole thing even more uncomfortable as he felt his back hit against a wall. He was at the back of the hallway, a passage to his left and right. 

Eli turned and crouched against the wall, using it to balance himself as he aimed above his head and fired. A few of the Terris had made their way through the line, one in particular had picked up the body of its dead brethren and started using it as a shield. Eli knelt and pushed off the wall spinning in a spiral formation through the middle of the hallway, he continued to fire, taking potshots at the dead Terris corpse. Eli was halfway across the hall when gravity switched back on. He fell in a prone position and fired at the confused Terris warrior and the next, and the next until there were either none left or none stupid enough to leave his quarters. 

"I told you to stay in your room," Eli turned and smiled. FoxFire was standing over him. She held a pistol in her free arm while the other arm continued to rest in a sling. 

"Little infestation," Eli answered. 

"You're lucky they didn't pull out and pull you into space," FoxFire grunted. She wasn't angry that Eli left, she was angry at the invaders. 

"Situation?" 

"Tagged, three boarding parties left, stragglers, the rest are scuttled. We managed to clear their nets and put up a fight. They didn't know who they were attacking," FoxFire answered. 

"Do you think it would have stopped them?" Eli asked. 

"I think they would have sent their entire fleet," FoxFire smiled. 

"That would have been messy." 

"Would have been booming," FoxFire stated. "Now, with me, no colorful actions, we're taking the rest out for dinner." 

"Slay aliens and chill, got it," Eli smiled. 




****




FoxFire and Eli moved through the starship Extella taking out the Terris foot soldiers one by one until there were only a handful left. None surrendered, fighting until their last breaths. However, Longshot had managed to capture one with his team. 

"Prisoner is in Quarter C," Longshot stated. He was still holding his rifle down by his side, everyone was still on guard. A single Terris wasn't much of a threat, but these Terris, they were caged, backed into a corner with no hope left, FoxFire had no doubt that it would do whatever it could for vengeance against them, especially since they were human. 

"Aj's quarters," FoxFire sighed. The door opened and she walked inside with Eli. They both noticed the vintage framed starship posters on his walls. Old Earth posters from humanity's first attempts. One FoxFire found phallic in nature and had to suppress a smile. The most fascinating though was a purple car flying through space. The poster, old as it was, looked like it had been an original and kept in pristine condition.  The bed was turned on its side, laid against a wall. The sheets had been placed on the floor while the Terris had been tied to a chair in chains. Its legs were visibly broken and it looked like it had wet itself. The smell inside the room was nearly unbearable. They passed two armed guards happy to step away. 

"Dismissed," FoxFire said.  

"Ma'am," said one of the guards. Both saluted. 

"Are you sure about this, might be easier to just to float it," Eli muttered. 

"I'm sure," FoxFire said. 

"Smells bad," Eli stated the obvious. 

FoxFire rolled her eyes and turned to one of the guards just before he stepped completely out of the quarters, "Can you grab us a babel?" and the guard nodded 'yes'. She and Eli waited while the guard went to grab a babel from their armory. It was a generic translator. 

"What are you going to ask it?" Eli asked. 

"Maybe it knows something about traitors in the Aggregate. I'd also like to know why they are still within the border, especially this close to Earth." 

"And what if it doesn't know anything?" 

"It's a level 5. Terris aren't like humans, they share all their intel with one another, no secrets. They are a species that doesn't understand manipulation or lying. That's part of why the Aggregate punished all of them, not just the ones that surrendered to us back then." 

 Eli moved his head back and forth and cracked his neck. He was tired. Between his bad luck with Breakaway, the boarding, and now this, he started to regret not taking his chance with assassins. 

The guard returned with the babel, a small square speaker that could be placed against the Terris throat. 

FoxFire nodded to the guard to place the babel in place and they slowly tip-toed over the wet sheets on the floor. The Terris growled, bearing sharp teeth. The guard placed the speaker against its skin and jumped back, nearly tripping as he let out a breath. 

"Thank you," FoxFire said, "Get some rest." 

"Thank you Ma'am," the guard stated. 

"Now," FoxFire turned to the Terris, the door behind them closed, "time for us to have a little talk." 

"Demons," the Babel translated. 

"Humans," FoxFire corrected. 

"Human translates to demon in their language," Eli stated. 

"Oh, right," FoxFire sighed. "Let me ask you, do you have a name?" 

The Terris answered, "Terris." 

FoxFire nodded, she had a feeling that was what the alien before her would say. The Terris did use names but sparingly, their culture was tribal, like a hive, the higher their level the more leadership role they took. A level 5 Terris was a warrior, on their way to becoming a leader but it would take years before they proved themselves. Before the system had come to their world they lived in communities, supporting one another, not much changed, in fact, the system had proven to them their way of living was right. 

"What was Overdrive?" FoxFire asked. 

The Terris was surprised. 

"Tell me about the girl," Eli added as he stepped closer. 

"How does demon know what is truth?" the Terris voice hissed. 

"I'm going to share with you a secret. We were there. We saw the girl in the egg, we know you were using her." 

"Must know system is a lie," the Terris hissed. 

"This is getting us nowhere," Eli interrupted. 

"Quiet," FoxFire turned towards him. Eli closed his eyes and let out a breath before backing up. 

"What was Overdrive?" FoxFire repeated. 

"Connection, life," the Terris answered. 

"You already had the system, why?" 

"System is a lie, Aggregate liars. We needed to create our own destiny." 

"And you tortured a human to do it?" FoxFire asked. Eli and Aeton had told her about the girl, the mystery of Gaia-2. It was something that must have been on her mind now, even years later. Eli was curious too, but scared, scared the answers he had been seeking since his brother left were here. 

"Demons powers, smart, wise, came to us," the Terris answered. 

"What do you mean?" 

"Demon came to us," the Terris repeated. 

"Bullshit," FoxFire snarled. 

"Truth. Demon came to us. Showed us life, future, new system, new fate," the Terris snapped its jaws, it didn't like being seen as a liar. 

"What are you doing here? Why are you still in Aggregate space?" FoxFire said. It wasn't the most subtle way to change the subject but she knew she wasn't going to learn more about what happened years ago, not here, not from this Terris. 

"War," the Terris answered. 

FoxFire worried that might be the answer. Unfortunately, war translated differently to the Terris. War could mean a battle, but it could also mean freedom, and sometimes, it meant preservation. FoxFire and Eli knew this. 

"What now?" Eli asked. 

"Send it back," FoxFire answered. 

"War," the Terris said. 

"Tell your kind we're done. The Aggregate will destroy you... you understand what that means? Dead, all of you. You must leave. Run past the boundary, into the unknown and pray that the system finds you." 

The Terris nodded its head in a very human motion to communicate that it understood. FoxFire and Eli walked away, leaving the Terris inside Aj's quarters with the babel still attached to its neck. When they were outside and the door shut Eli feared FoxFire would order the Terris out an airlock. He was pleasantly surprised when he was wrong. 

"Send it home," FoxFire said. Longshot was waiting, he already had teams scavenge the hole-punchers from the sides of the ship. 

"Sure about this?" he asked. 

"Yes, I am. They are no threat to us," FoxFire answered. Eli nodded. 

"Yes Sir," Longshot smiled, sheathing his weapon around his back. 

When it was all over the Terris survivor was sent back on its way in one of their ships. FoxFire hoped it would deliver her message. Maybe save their species by running far enough away they wouldn't even register on the Aggregate's radar anymore. In that way they would be making their own future, free of the system, the lies. They could forge their own path in a way humanity and other lower-species never could. 

"Are you smiling?" Eli asked, turning to FoxFire's side. 

"Turns out a human really did set them free," she said. 




Meanwhile, on the bridge, Trix managed to pilot the Extella back on course, costing them less than a few hours of track. 


Chapter 15




In Transit







Aeton was getting use to trusting his instinct. So far he wasn't dead so he figured he had to be doing something right. Trusting the girl was another win. He followed her all the way to the outside of the control room. There was no trap, no massive army of soldiers or autons waiting and from where he stood looking inside. There were three armed squids. Their eyes were glowing black, hazy. Aeton could see some strange wave of energy that seemed to follow them like shadows that weren't their own. 

"Are they elders?" Aeton asked the girl. 

"No silly, you're a funny man aren't you, by the way my name is Natalie," she smiled. 

"Natalie, thank you for your help but you better move away, what happens next is something you shouldn't see," Aeton stated. 

"Funny man, I'm not going anywhere, wait here," she giggled.  

Aeton wasn't sure how to react to that, it was one thing for her to help him but now she was giving him orders. Aeton began to wonder if she was trying to implant some kind of idea into his head, trick him somehow, or maybe she already had. 

Natalie walked inside the control room. The squid inside growled at her showing sharp teeth. They were far more inhuman than any Aeton had ever seen. It's hard to find the words to describe what happened next exactly right… From Aeton's perspective it looked as if Natalie began floating above the ground, her eyes turned blood red and her hair began waving as if she was caught inside some kind of whirlwind. She said one word, "Sleep," and all the squid in the room shut their eyes and fell to the ground, their weapons free from their hands. 

"Come in funny man," she said. 

"Did you kill them?" Aeton asked. 

"No, I simply told them to take a nap, didn't you hear me? I said sleep in a language I'm sure you understand because I'm talking to you the same way now," it was then Aeton had the sudden realization that her lips were moving out of sync with her words. 

"How are you talking to me?" Aeton asked, completely frightened and curious at the same time. Before Natalie could answer though another figure moved in the corner of the room. Aeton had failed to notice it at first, turning with his rifle pointed outward he aimed down the barrel of his gun. 

"Don't move!" he shouted. 

"It's ok," Natalie said. Her hand was on the top of his gun, lowering it. Aeton tried to stop himself but felt like he couldn't. Not because Natalie was making him but because he recognized the creature begging for its life in front of him. A single Terris, wearing a collar and engineering overalls, a prisoner of the Aggregate forced to stay behind. The creature’s body had been maimed in about a dozen different places. It stood in front of them with what it used for hands held together as if pleading for its life. Begging in its language for mercy. 

"A Terris," Aeton said. He was surprised. He’d done some jobs with the banished before but this was the first one he’d seen still working with the Aggregate, beat as it was. Aeton slowly lowered his rifle. 

"It's harmless," Natalie assured him. 

"Get out of here," Aeton motioned with his rifle for the Terrris to leave. 

"That's one of the things I love about your humans, so many emotions you see something you don't understand and you fear it. Sometimes even destroy it and yet here you are still just as imaginative as ever," she paused. 

There was a sound coming from the floor. One of the squid hadn't completely fallen under her spell and it had been doing it's best to resist. It picked up its alien rifle and before Aeton even had a chance to fire on it Natalie looked it over. Her eyes turned blood red once again. "Burn," she growled. There was an irritation in her voice as the air around the squid sparked and came to life in a sphere of fire. The dark one on the floor turned to ash firing a single shot into the air, missing both of them. 

Aeton stood still, still wondering how. 

"That was lucky," she smiled. "Some of these older ones learn tricks." Then it clicked, "You have psychokinesis?" Aeton asked. 

"Yep," she proclaimed proudly. "The cataclysm that changed my Earth was very different from the one that changed yours." 

 Aeton couldn't even begin to comprehend. There was so little he actually knew about Gaia-2 kind that he guessed it made sense. Before now no one or at least no one he had ever heard of had these kind of powers. 

"Tell me more," Aeton said, trying to sound calm. He stood listening as he began hacking the controls of the Adas-12. The starship was his now. The first part of his mission had been accomplished. 

"The system came to my Earth, which the Aggregate designated Gaia-2, more than five centuries ago. Alongside the usual elemental powers we developed something more, close communities hiding underground began using telepathy. As we cultivated this power we began to learn to control the elements around us. When I put them to sleep I manipulated the oxygen in the room, when I wanted to burn the squid, I heated the atoms in the air around him." 

"You're so young," Aeton pointed out, he still couldn't believe that a young woman like Natalie had been capable of doing so much. 

"I've been cultivating since birth, learning from my parents before they were hunted down by the Aggregate. Our world refused to join them. Mostly, we knew what they wanted to use us for. We aren't slaves, nor are we weapons. When we refused they came in full force to wipe us out. Some of us, like my parents and grandparents, were lucky to survive. We use our powers now to hide from the Aggregate," Natalie explained. 

Everything Aeton thought he knew about the Aggregate had just been confirmed. Knowing the truth didn't make the situation any better. 

"I understand if you want to kill me now. I won't stop you," Natalie surprised Aeton with her words.

"Why would I do that?" Aeton asked. 

"You aren't afraid of me?" 

"Like you said, our worlds followed different paths. That doesn't make either of us less human." 

"But we are different." 

"Read my mind." 

Natalie closed her eyes and concentrated. She listened to the thoughts boiling up at the surface of Aeton's mind. For a moment she dived deeper, reading his memories, his triumphs, his loses. She saw his brother Eli, the woman from her home world on Terris. 

"The Terris believed her powers were the key to creating a system of their own, to becoming stronger," Natalie said. 

"No surprise there," Aeton said. He had worked that out for himself a long time ago, only now he understood why they thought that. 

"Not all humans from Gaia-3 will resist," she said. 

"Some will, maybe over enough time most will. The Aggregate can't eliminate us all. If I'm able to bring this ship to Earth, to reunite the tribes, maybe together we can make a difference." 

"One ship can't stand against an empire." 

"One ship can be a beacon, a symbol of hope. A symbol of resistance."

"You are planting the seeds for a war," Natalie responded. Even she was shocked. She had figured out Aeton's plan, the rebel cell he was a part of. They were stealing the Adas-12 to take to Earth, to revisit the humans on the surface, the ones left behind. At best he could recruit an army and at worst he had stolen one of the Aggregate's most powerful starships.

"You never answered my question," Aeton smirked.

"What was that?" 

"Why are your words out of synch with your lips?" 

A tear rolled down the side of her face, "I never spoke aloud to many other humans before." 




A few hours passed. Aeton's hack had worked. He had full control of the Adas-12 and had already jettisoned the passengers into space, in their escape pods. It was one thing to steal the ship, another to keep thousands of hostages onboard for a small tactical advantage. He was human, not a monster. Other rebels soon joined him managing the ship's needs. Setting the course for Earth was easy. They'd slow down a little once they entered the Sol System but it wouldn't take more than a week for them to arrive at their destination. Until then Aeton vowed to learn all he could from Natalie, about Gaia-2, her family, and where and what happened to them. He wished his brother and others could be by his side, regretting that he hadn't insisted that Eli join him in deserting the Aggregate. 


Chapter 16




Electric Slide




Eli woke up in a cold sweat. He had been dreaming of his home, Lagrange 04. He dreamt of his childhood, his brother and him climbing along the promenade, staring at Fayren's greatsword, and exploring all there was to explore on the giant space station. Truth is they never saw even half of it. Stationed between the Earth and the moon, the space station was home to hundreds of thousands of humans that had 'ascended'. Families lived together in small quarters with two to three bedrooms. In Eli's case, he slept in a bunk bed above his brother while his mother and father slept in a separate room. The main room in their home was a kitchen, a living room, and a library. Both bedrooms were connected to a bathroom with a small shower. It was small but homely. Had their mother and father had another child they would have been given new quarters, but the two-room suite suited them all just fine. Eli's mother and father loved their boys and never imagined having a larger family. Of course, they never imagined their boys would both leave them behind to explore the galaxy. 

Before waking up Eli dreamt that Lagrange 04 was falling out of the sky, landing on an apocalyptic Earth. Red skies filled the air as fires burned all around them, started by raiders and the forgotten tribes, left behind on a world breaking apart by ether. In the dream Eli's father stood crying with his mother in his arms before standing and handing Eli a gun. An old rifle, like the kind hung in a museum. He sent Eli into the wild, to search for his lost brother. A familiar setup. Eli walked into the fire, unharmed, watching as they wrapped themselves around his flesh. His skin fell off and yet he continued, no pain, wandering the wilderness of red Earth. When Eli finally found his brother sitting in a beautiful green oasis he barely recognized him. Aeton had wings and a sword of fire while Eli looked like a zombie, burnt flesh, and torn clothes. 

"Brother, I'm sorry," Aeton apologized. Tears were rolling down his eyes. 

Eli didn't say anything in the dream. Instead he raised his antique rifle up and aimed. With his hands shaking he fired. Fire erupted back as the bullet tore through Aeton's chest leaving a large-sizable hole. 

The fire that erupted from the rifle’s muzzle wrapped itself around Eli like chains swinging through the air. It forced him to his knees where the ground opened wide and he started to fall. It was here, right before hitting a patch of blue lava below that he woke up in a sweat, tears rolling down his eyes. 

"Are you ok?" FoxFire asked. They were in her bunk. He had moved all his supplies here just before falling asleep. His room after all had a giant hole in it. Despite the crew patching it up, none of the seals were professional, more like duck tape on a sinking ship. She had been laying next to him with her arm over his chest. Despite all her new rules, she had chosen to stay at his side. It was only one more night, possibly their last. 

"I couldn't sleep," Eli said. 

"Bad dreams?" FoxFire asked. 

"Almost always," Eli answered.

"I get them too," FoxFire tried to comfort him. 

"I killed him, without hesitating, my hand was shaking but I was determined, I saw him, he looked like an angel, and I shot him dead," Eli confessed as if the dream had been real. 

"Your brother?" 

"Yes, we were just children in my dream but it was so real. I had turned into a devil, a demon." 

"You are the farthest thing from," FoxFire assured Eli.  

"Tell that to the Terris," he laughed. 

"They don't understand the meaning of the word."

"Maybe they know more than they let on," Eli stated. "I need a drink." 

Eli stood up, walked over to his gear and grabbed a bottle of whiskey from a satchel he had brought with him from E-308. 

"What is that?" FoxFire smiled. 

"I bought it a few days before you showed up, spent nearly 3 months creeds in the market. Kind of glad now, spent most of my credits on bait and weights, nothing near as useful," Eli stated. He unscrewed the lid on the bottle and took a swig before handing it over to FoxFire. "We're both technically off duty," he added. 

"We only have a few hours before we have to report to the bridge," FoxFire argued, smelling the whiskey. 

"It's from Earth," Eli added. 

"How do you know that?" FoxFire asked. 

"It came from Lagrange 01, one of their specialties," Eli answered. 

"No kidding, guess some things never change," FoxFire closed her eyes and took a shot. She could feel it burn as it hit the back of her throat and she began to cough, catching herself before she became too embarrassed. "How did they get that through customs," she said, clearing her throat. 

"Nobody cares about customs on E-308," Eli laughed. 

"I can taste that," FoxFire said just before she handed Eli back the bottle. He took another two shots. The bottle was already halfway gone and he could feel the room shaking. 

"Do you ever think about going down there, to Earth?" Eli asked. 

"I haven't really thought about it, I was born in paradise." 

"Areal, E-21, the 21st colony," Eli smiled. "I'm well aware."

"You used to be able to see Earth from Lagrange right?" she asked. 

"Yes, from one of the observation decks. They did a good job of tricking us into thinking we weren't living on a space station otherwise." 

FoxFire leaned forward and whispered, "What was it like?" 

Eli took another drink of the whiskey and handed it to FoxFire. 

"Parts of it were red, some brown, white, but most of it was blue. At times it looked like it was one large ocean. I couldn't believe there were people down there, it just seemed too big... like there was too much space. I couldn't imagine how anyone could find one another." 

"Space isn't much better, so very very vast," FoxFire giggled. 

"All of it, it's too big, it doesn't make sense," Eli stated. 

"More than all the sand in all the oceans," FoxFire smiled. 

"I've heard that before, an old Earth saying?" 

"One that we said frequently on Areal, especially when things didn't seem to make sense. It doesn't matter how big the world is, what matters is now, us, here and what we do with it." 

"You know you would have made..." 

"Don't say it," FoxFire smiled. 

"An excellent psychologist if you ever retire from service." 

"There are VR doctors for that." 

"Therapy through the unreal." 

"You know, when the cataclysm hit Earth many thought it was just some kind of game, that maybe they had been kidnapped and placed in a VR world. Technology at the time wasn't that advanced but now, it's nearly impossible to tell." 

Eli nodded, FoxFire was half right. VR had come a long way since the ascension but it still wasn't quite the real thing. He would know. Before even joining the Aggregate he and his brother had access to VR worlds via Lagrange. Entire libraries of knowledge. Most of their 'school years' came in the form of classes taught right from home, VR worlds with classrooms, recreations of Earth, alien worlds, and more. When they joined the Aggregate things weren't much different. The first six months of their training, the basics, were learned in VR classrooms. Everything from knowledge to weapons. 

"When this is over, what do you plan to do?" FoxFire asked. She took another shot of whiskey. The bottle was more than half empty now and both Eli and her knew they'd have to take a metabolism booster to sober up completely before they arrived in the Sol System. They were both past the point of returning to sleep. 

"Fish," Eli smiled. 

"Back to E-308? Your jank little cabin in the woods?" 

"I built that cabin by hand," Eli smirked. 

"That explains a lot, I've seen tiny homes with more structure." FoxFire was only kidding of course. Eli had spent six months building his cabin, almost entirely from scratch. Of course he had some advanced tools, an industrial 3D printer, and other amenities, but he had poured a part of himself into that place even knowing it wouldn't be forever. 

"Maybe I'll visit Areal, see what lurks in the waters," Eli dared. 

"Nothing you could handle."

"Wanna bet?" Eli smirked. FoxFire leaned back and bit her lip. Eli moved closer to her and tasted her lips. Sharing a shot. Their conversation came to an end as they began to enjoy one another's company. The last few hours passed and Eli managed to fall back asleep. This time he dreamt he was living another life, one far from the one he knew. Free of war, fishing on a kayak in the middle of the ocean while the sun set over the horizon. He could see small creatures skidding across the top of the water creating a rainbow like pattern as they did. Unfortunately, Eli knew he was dreaming. He was lucid and the more beautiful things seemed the more sadness he felt. When Eli awoke FoxFire was already gone, the bottle of whiskey laid empty on the floor, and a small pill to combat his hangover and a bottle of water waited for him on a nightstand. 

"Thanks," he whispered. Eli swallowed the pill and sat up. His combat gear and flight suit  awaited him along with another note. 'Be on the bridge in 5.' He checked over his flight suit, it was a top of the line G-Suit, made for acceleration and to protect the body from pressure and temperature changes, he could even survive in space wearing it for about 15 seconds so long as he could cover his face long enough not boil to death. It was a bad way to go, having the fluids in your body boil because of the vacuum, your heart, skin, and other organs would expand, killing you faster than the cold and lack of oxygen, even worse was solar radiation. 

Eli smiled, stretched, dressed, and walked outside his door in 3. It took him less than two minutes to make his way onto the bridge where dozens of soldiers were gathered in teams of two. Longshot stood waiting for him, smiling as he walked in. FoxFire was standing at the head of the room, her arm still wrapped in a sling. Slightly more bruised than it should have been had she taken it easier the night before. The room was silent as Eli took his place beside Longshot and waited for everyone else to arrive. 

When everyone settled FoxFire looked at her watch and sighed, she took a deep breath and began her speech. 

"Ten minutes ago we entered the Sol System, we are currently decelerating and will reach the Adas-12 and Earth in approximately half an hour. This is not a drill. Our instructions are to first negotiate a surrender and if that fails we are to destroy the Adas-12 at all costs," FoxFire spoke as if she was reading from a pamphlet. Her words rehearsed. 

"Shouldn't we try and take back the Adas?" said one of the recruits. 

"Not our orders. The Aggregate are afraid if we try to take back the Adas-12 the rebels will attempt to crash it into earth," FoxFire answered. 

"Only savages there anyway, why save them?" Longshot turned, asking FoxFire a question she knew was coming. She had expected it from a recruit though, not Longshot. He had said what many of them were thinking. Only a handful of humanity still saw Earth as their homeworld. It was just one of hundreds of planets colonized by humans now and the only one without space travel. 

"Earth is still an important part of the Aggregate," FoxFire answered. She knew better. She knew the Aggregate were waiting to crack open the planet like an egg, feed off the ether it was cultivating thanks to the changes made to it by the system. It wasn't like the Aggregate were hiding this information from anyone, it just wasn't spoken about often. The reason they had come, the reason they followed the system from one world to the next. It was because of what it unlocked... and apparently Earth was abundant. 

"Tell us the truth, the Aggregate just want to mine Earth for themselves," said one of the recruits. 

FoxFire sighed, "you are right but that doesn't change anything. If the rebels destroy Earth, humanity will lose our original home." 

"What about debris if we destroy the ship?" 

"If we aren't about to negotiate a surrender our  goal is to disable it, if we can cause it to crash we can salvage it or better, have it orbit the planet and salvage it without disturbing the surface." 

"So we're worried they will jump to FTL above the planet?" 

"Yes, that would cause a rupture in space large enough to split the planet and destroy the stations we have in orbit," FoxFire nodded. She was glad she was letting her crew ask questions. It was something she took pride in. Ever since the events on Terris, she herself had made up her mind to captain with as much air in the room as possible. 

Eli felt shocked. He hadn't seen his parents since joining the Aggregate but that didn't change how he felt. He had never thought about what might happen to his home, his parents, if Aeton used the Adas-12 as a weapon. This wasn't a usual mission, his family, not just his brother, were in danger. 

"Can we warn the stations at Lagrange? Lunar?" Eli asked. 

"We've already sent a message as soon as we dropped out of FTL."

"What difference would it make?" Longshot interrupted. 

Eli wasn't sure, still, it seemed better to know whether the state-of-the-art starship floating above Earth was good or bad, but he wasn't sure either way. He was sure that neither the resistance of Aeton would want to hurt the people in the Sol System. 

"Captain, we've received word through short range comm that several Aggregate vessels are coming to assist us. The Adas-12 is currently positioned on the dark side of the moon. They seem to be laying still," Trix said walking into the room. She seemed more relieved about the information than FoxFire and the rest of the crew.  

"It's a trap," Eli burst out. 

FoxFire looked at Eli, "Are you sure?" 

"100% my brother wouldn't stop and wait for a fleet unless he had a plan." 
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Chapter 17




REM




Fayren braced himself using a wide stance, and watched the stars disappear... the battle was over. The raiders were dead and yet Fayren couldn't help but be alarmed as to the sudden appearance and disappearance of the 'new' creatures. He couldn't help but wonder if the two were somehow connected or if it had just been a weird coincidence. Fate wasn't something Fayren believed in, he had lived too long for that kind of make-believe. Yet, the sudden appearance of the metal vessels in the sky had changed his view on the universe forever. 




****




Aeton woke up on the floor of the Adas-12 bridge. He hadn't left since clearing out the dead squid and grabbing a pillow and blankets from storage. He blinked, his eyes blurry, as he surveyed his surroundings. Light streamed through the holographic displays that told him everything he needed to know about their course and direction, as well as what was happening aboard the ship. He had been dreaming of his brother, no surprise, he seemed to always be dreaming of Eli these days. 

"Natalie, Natatlie, are you there?" he asked. 

"I'm here," her voice came to life. 

"Thank you, how are you doing?" 

"Tired?" she answered. Aeton hadn't noticed it before but Natalie had been hiding aboard the Adas-12, her legs covered in cuts and bruises. He had given her some medicine but wasn't sure how effective it was on her wounds, though their biology seemed exactly alike. 

"Keep getting rest, we're going to need you when the time comes." 




Aeton stood on the bridge of the Adas-12 while Natalie slept in a bed she had made near the back of the room. Aeton was surrounded by the smell of incense lit to cover the blood alongside several members of the resistance he had been a part of, and now led. Each were dressed in tech-noir clothes and combat armor. Several had katanas sheathed at their hips and others had belts with pistols and ammunition. Their rifles were placed off to the side, safeties on. The only threat that was left was the possible threat they had to one another. Tarp, now second in command, was dressed in a long hooded sweatshirt with a combat vest over the top. He had blue eyes and short blonde hair, a goatee and facial tattoos. He had a high tech buster sword sitting beside him, a family heirloom from before the ascension. He and Aeton were talking, figuring out their next move. 

 "Trust is hard earned," Aeton stated. 

"What do you want to do about the rest of the people," Tarp asked. 

"Compassion, those that want to stay can but they will have to work, the others can escape via drop ship once we've dropped out of FTL." 

"You'll just let them go?" 

"They are not the enemy." 

"They are still a part of the Aggregate," Tarp argued. 

"They don't know what they are. All they know is the Aggregate, who are we to blame them for their ignorance," Aeton said. 

"What if they..."

"There is nothing they can do to stop us now. The Aggregate could send an entire fleet and we'd still have more than enough time to complete our plan. What happens now is all on us." 

"We could use them as hostages."

"We're not monsters. We're descendants of heroes, survivors, and ascendant. We will not resort to violence if we don't have to." 

"We declared war the moment we took this ship, we showed ourselves from the shadows. You think they would let us go?" 

"All we want is our freedom. This is a means to an end. You and I are prepared to give our lives for the future of our species but that does not give us the right to decide for others." 

Tarp stopped. He knew Aeton was right. That was why they had decided with Cessk gone to make him their default leader. 

Their debate was over but things were heated, an explosion rocked the lower decks of the Adas-12. Aeton immediately grabbed his neural link and connected to the watch on the lower levels. 

"Report," Aeton ordered. 

The link was silent. Aeton turned towards the holos, looking to see what might have happened. Wondering how they even felt it through all the walls separating them. Tarp waited, watching him work, sheathing his sword behind his back. He was waiting for orders to investigate. 

"I can take a guess," Tarp mumbled. 

"I am near the bottom of level 7-1, Corridor collapsed. Explosion. I am injured but mobile," a voice responded. "Evacuating now." 

Tactical conversations flooded Aeton's mind. Was it a traitor? The Squid? Had something in storage not been cared for properly? His mind was wild with ideas. Each one worse than the last. 

A second voice confirmed, "Squid in the lower decks. Armed..." 

The link went silent again. 

"Tarp, can you stay with Natalie?" Aeton asked. 

"Negative, you are too important. Stay here, I've got this one." 

Aeton nodded and let Tarp depart. He reminded him of his brother, of course that could have just been his own imagination. He thought of Eli every time he was side by side with anyone, and he hated it. Not that he hated his brother, but that he missed them, no one else ever seemed to measure up, even if they were smarter, stronger, and more well-trained. Eli was the only one to ever anticipate Aeton's emotions, reactions. The two could battle it out as if they were one. 

Tarp was three levels down as Aeton watched. 

"Squid are on the rise, can you get down another level?" 

"I'll try," Tarp answered through the comm. 

More communications came through the link, Aeton's own implant kicked in to prevent overload, one of the augments he had received since leaving the Aggregate. He was worried once that it wasn't going to come in handy. He breathed a sigh of relief, feeling, watching every aspect of the Adas-12 as if it was an extension of his own flesh and blood. He started delivering a cascade of orders, status reports, and more through his link. 

"Enemies in levels 10, 9, and coming up into level 5." Aeton ordered fighters to all the level exits and waited. He planned every ambush with as much efficiency as a cold blooded machine. 

Tarp made his way down the stairs, exhaling with each step, navigating the fallen walls, ruins of an armory, and more. He arrived at the level the squid were on and drew out his sword. He could feel himself putting more pressure on his legs than usual as he entered inside a plaza. 

It was a war zone come to life. Squid fired from behind makeshift cover and bodies of rebels lay in the open. 

Tarp and three others immediately supplied countermeasures, lighting up the plaza with grenades and smoke. 

"Three kills confirmed," Aeton stated. 

Tarp began to laugh. 'How could he laugh at a time like this,' Aeton wondered. Trying to be careful not to speak freely out loud. Natalie had woken up, reading his thoughts, even she could barely keep up. 

"Await reinforcements, hold," Aeton ordered. Another team had cleared levels 9 and 10 and were making their way up. They would flank the Squids on level 5 as long as Tarp and his team held their ground. They were all that stood between the Squid and the bridge on level 1. 

Several dozen more enemies appeared, slaughtering their way through the ship. 

"We're losing ground," Tarp growled. 

"Hold," Aeton ordered. 

"We need to press forward," Tarp argued. 

"Not your call," Aeton argued back. 

"Wouldn't be yours either if you hadn't..." 

The link went silent. 

Tarp moved forward unsheathing his sword and popping a smoke tablet. He cleared the room around him with ease. Slaying the Squids, slicing them left and right as he moved relentlessly, without mercy through the plaza. When the smoke finally burned up he saw that it wasn't just the Squid he had killed, dozens of human soldiers lay dead. Having followed Tarp into battle as if he was some immortal war hero. Some of them had died at the hands of the Squid but several had slash marks across their chests where Tarp's blade had accidentally slashed through their armor. 

"Not like this," Tarp said, the last of the smoke burned through his veins and he fell to his knees. 

Bravo managed to clear the Squid before they reached the plaza, when they arrived at level 5 and saw Tarp standing over the dead they weren't sure if he was an ally or an enemy. 

"Sir, we've found Tarp," said the Bravo team leader. 

"Condition?" Aeton asked through the comm. 

"Alive," the BTL said. 

"What happened down there? We lost comm?" 

"A wreck, looked like smoke damage, Tarp seems to be the only survivor but I've got a medic looking over the corpses now. It's a bloodbath Sir. Tarp doesn't seem to be moving."

"Tarp?" Aeton tried to communicate with him to no avail. He wasn't sure why communication had ceased between them and the rest of the starship but he had an idea why. 

"I think there might be an Eel on that level with you," Aeton said. 

An Eel was an alien species from the water world Delia. They were capable of jamming communications and electrical signals by creating their own electrical charges. They were powerful creatures. Humanoid with Eel like skin, they weren't actually called the Eel, but that was neither here nor there. They mostly traveled with the Squid as operatives. 

"On the lookout," BTL said. 

Tarp could feel the presence of the Bravo team when they entered the room. He felt like a traitor and was ready to surrender himself. 

"Tarp, Tarpy, you alright?" said Bravo Team Leader. He was standing just a few feet away from him now. "Aeton says we have an Eel on this level, possibly a few more Squid, though I'd reckon you about got them all. Need me to call the medic? Medic!" Bravo Team Leader motioned for the Medic to come to them. He didn't care what Tarp wanted, he was going to make sure the medic had a look at him anyway. 

"No, I'm fine.. I just..." 

"Lost control, smoke will do that. All the power in the verse and not enough handle on it. Least you didn't pop a fire, I'm glad you're still with us," Bravo Team Leader smiled. The Medic ran up to them. 

"I don't deserve," Tarp began, then suddenly he saw a live Squid out of the corner of his eye. He had missed some. He pushed the Medic away but it was too late, the Squid disappeared and were on the move towards the bridge. 

"Aeton, Squid heading up to your level," Tarp said through his now working comm. 

"Affirmative," Aeton grinned. The uprising inside Adas-12 was short but a good effort. Aeton knew that if this had been his ship he would have done the same but the Squid were not the devils humans were. 

"Natalie, stay here," Aeton tried his best and smiled at her.

"Are you going to kill them?" she asked. 

"Yes," Aeton confirmed. 

Natalie nodded, she had just heard Aeton give a speech about showing compassion to the passengers but now they were rebelling. Only the ones that slept in stasis would be spared. 

"You know, the Terris word for us is demon," Aeton stated, closing the door behind him to the bridge. There were several Squid and an Eel outside with rifles. "You've seen what one of my kind can do and yet you continue to move through this ship rather than surrender. Do you even understand what it is you are fighting?" 

"Traitors," said one of the Squid. 

"I'll spare your lives if you lay down your weapons. There has been enough violence from both our sides today. I plan to let every passenger on this ship live, we are making our way to Earth now and I will evacuate them near the Lunar Colony." 

"Liar," said another Squid. 

"Don't do this," Aeton growled. 

"Traitor! Liar!" said another, picking up their rifle and firing at Aeton. A shield appeared in front of him deflecting the energy and scattering it up and down, side to side. 

Aeton sighed. He'd hoped the Squid would see reason. 

The Eel activated one of its abilities and the shield dissipated. Not only could it knock out communications but it could knock out any tech as long as it was within range. 

Aeton didn't hesitate. Popped a smoke of his own and leapt forward. Within a few seconds he tore through the Squid and the Eel like a hurricane. Surrounded in a whirlwind of blood, and other alien substances. Bravo Team, along with Tarp reached him only moments later. 

"So much for compassion," Tarp said. 

"I offered. I guess sometimes we are both more alike than we realize." 





Chapter 18




Bearclaw




Eli and FoxFire stood side by side on the bridge as they watched three large Aggregate starships arrive by their side on holographic displays. Waiting for them had caused a small delay, but FoxFire welcomed the backup. Still, it was surprising to see three large starships so close to Earth, each one equipped with high end weaponry and shields. 

"Those are Devastators," Eli noted. 

"I know what they are," FoxFire stated. 

"Wonder why they are lurking in the oort cloud," Eli said. 

"Keeping an eye on things I'm sure," FoxFire answered. 

Eli sighed. Earth was even more precious to the Aggregate than he imagined. 

"Anyone we know onboard?" Eli asked. 

"Non-human, looks like they are Pterax and Dalsime," FoxFire frowned. The Pterax came from the third planet in the Pterax solar system. The planet is a typical barren mountainous world with little life and such they adapted hardened skin and golem-like bodies. The planet has two small moons, named Duru and Seer which they colonized before the system, and the Aggregate arrived at their world recruiting. The solar system's star is called Tanjir and has 2 other planets, Ys and Pleter. 

Dalsime on the other hand was one of seven planets in the Quagmore solar system on the borders of Aggregate space. Dalsime is a beautiful hot world with a light atmosphere and beaches. The planet has a tropical climate with a hot sun, warm beaches and sand. The planet is blessed with an atmosphere that can withstand most weapons fire. The planet has one moon, Font. Dalsime is very much a vacation paradise, but offers little in the way of work opportunities. The only downside is the dangerous wildlife that inhabits the planet. The Dalsime themselves are just as strong as the Pterax though their bodies are smaller, and more humanoid. They keep several of the wildlife from their home world aboard their ship. Creatures that are a combination of spiders and wolves that don't need sleep. 

A small colony of humans and other life forms has established itself on the planet Dalsime. Eli had even run a handful of missions on the planet after Terris. The planet's surface is one large land mass. The climate is tropical and warm. The planet orbits a cool yellow star. It has only 1 moon. The planet is blessed with an abundant water supply. The relaxed atmosphere of the planet makes it a pleasant place to live, however. There is no indication of an official government, besides the authority the Aggregate holds there. The people living on Dalsime seem to mostly run things peacefully. There are a few small cities where smugglers come to do business. The cities are not very populated and allow for peaceful interaction between smugglers and tourists. Over the last few years, the planet has been attracting criminals and smugglers from all over the galaxy and a source for Smoke and Fire, both of which are derived from resources found on Dalsime. 

"Always wanted to visit Dalsime," FoxFire said. 

"It doesn't live up to the hype," Eli said. 

"Is that where you went?" she asked. 

"I might have spent a summer there," he stated. 

"I've heard it has sunsets as beautiful and breathtaking as Areal." 

"I never paid much attention, fishing was good though. Caught an Uka there that weighed over a hundred pounds. Probably my best catch," Eli smiled. The Uka was a large sea serpent with a rough textured hide. It has a large head with a toothy mouth, and stubby, tufted ears. There are also some small horns with a pair of thick, leathery fins. No legs or arms but claws that come straight out of nubs on its body. The claws are long, reaching mid-body, and its tail is twice as long as its body. 

"If we're dealing with Pterax and Dalsime we might be in trouble," Longshot said entering in through the back of the room. 

"Doubtful, they'll follow Aggregate orders. If we fail to get the Adas to surrender though, they'll be first to strike," FoxFire turned and told them. 

"What about the third ship?" Eli asked. He moved his hands over the holo and zoomed in. It was smaller than the other two. 

"N'Tak," FoxFire said. The N'Tak are a tiny humanoid alien race with virtually no powers. Thy come from the world N'Tar. The N'Tak have four limbs, and do not appear to have any form of technology other than what the Aggregate have given them. The N'Tak are mostly  harmless, non-threatening race. They will avoid, or try to avoid, confrontations. They are known for being quite chatty, as well as quite curious.

"Mostly harmless," Eli grinned. 

"Wait, look," FoxFire pointed out. "The N'Tak's ship is the Ory'n.

The Ory'n is a small, unarmed starship. It has many features that can make it more dangerous than it appears. The ship, while traveling at normal space speed, can transport itself to a parallel universe. The ship can also cloak itself in the presence of enemy ships. This cloak is the only defense the ship has. It is also equipped with torpedoes that use the ship's alternate universe transporter to get close to an enemy ship. The Ory'n is equipped with small shields, and it can use its transporter to transport an attack command against an enemy ship. The transporter can be used to transport enemy crew members to the ship itself. 

"They have a transporter to create portals through the multiverse. They can use it to create holes for other ships to travel through," FoxFire states. 

"The Ory'n is equipped with an artificial intelligence too. It's basically a conduit for the Aggregate itself," Eli adds. 

The AI is programmed to be able to fulfill any of the ship's desires as well as the Aggregate. The ship also contains a self-healing device that can repair any damage to the hull. The ship is capable of repairing itself in a matter of hours, in the event that the hull does become damaged. 

"Can the Adas jump worlds?" Longshot asks. 

"I'm not sure, it's state of the art but..." FoxFire paused. 

"What if Aeton isn't planning to visit our Earth," Eli states. 

"You think he's doing all this to go to Gaia-2?" 

"Or 1 or 4 or whoever knows," Eli states.

"Wait, what are you on about?" Longshot asks, visibly confused. 

"Years ago on Terris we learned the Terris were holding a prisoner who was human, their homeworld was identified as Gaia-2, similar to how our Earth is Gaia-3," FoxFire began.

"And we already know the Aggregate empire extends into a multiverse," Eli added. 

"So the Ory'n is here to help us chase them across the multiverse?" 

"Seems that way," Eli noted. 

"We're getting a hail from the Ory'n now," Trix interrupted. 

"Put them through my link," FoxFire ordered. 

A moment later she was listening to a raspy voice, not a N'Tak, but something else. Another species of the Aggregate. Her eyes looked over to Eli, and he could sense something was wrong. FoxFire's arm started shaking nervously as she ended the call. 

"What's wrong?" Eli asked. 

"Eli," she began, "you've been ordered to join the Ory'n as they intercept the Adas-12, they are sending a drop ship to the basement to pick you up," FoxFire said, her voice visibly shaking. 

Eli stood up straight and saluted FoxFire, "It's been an honor." He then turned to report to the hangar to await his departure. He had no idea why the Ory'n wanted him on their ship when that wasn't part of the plan, but he knew it had something to do with his brother. That was, after all, the only reason he was here. 

"Eli, the creature on the comm. It was a Toryn Sel," FoxFire said as she stopped Eli from leaving. She wrapped her arms around him, fighting back tears and fears. 

"How do you know?" Eli asked. 

"It said it. It said I am of the Toryn Sel, I ask that you deliver Eli Fayren to us, we believe this is in both our interests," she said, repeating the words she had heard on the comm. 

"Guess Aeton was right, they do exist," Eli smiled. 

"They are one of the six original species to form the Aggregate." 

"It's about time I meet the brass," Eli smiled again. He tried his best not to sound nervous or to make FoxFire worry. 

"It was my idea to find you," FoxFire admitted. 

"I know, it doesn't matter, they would have come for me eventually." 




****




The walk to the hangar felt like forever to Eli. Longshot accompanied him as FoxFire had no choice but to stay on the bridge and discuss the ship's next move with the Pterax and Dalsime, all while the N'Tak and Toryn Sel stayed quiet, listening to everything. She hated it. She felt like everything she said fell on deaf ears, all the Pterax wanted to do was blast the Adas out of the sky while the Dalsime were still arguing about capturing it, disabling it via a net, frying its systems and killing everyone inside. FoxFire also learned that the Dalsime were receiving reports from lunar base, a small colony on the Moon that watched over the Earth, that people, alien and human alike, were being evacuated to their biome. This made the Dalsime argue their point even more, without hostages they had no reason not to take the Adas-12 by whatever means necessary. It wasn't until the N'Tak intervened and told them they would carry on with their original plan, with the Extella and Ory'n moving to negotiate the Adas-12s surrender first. It was apparent now that Aeton had no intentions of crashing the ship into Earth. If this plan failed the Pterax and Dalsime would disable the Adas-12 by any means necessary. 

With the meeting adjourned FoxFire sighed. She checked the holos just in time to see Eli departing with an N'Tak escort. She laughed a little when he had to duck his head to enter inside their small drop ship, barely larger than the 'hole-punchers' the Terris used. Eli wasn't allowed to take any of his luggage or gear with him, only what he had. He left his rifle with Longshot along with the rest of his gear and clothes. The two shook hands and saluted one another like old friends and colleagues. 

Not being able to take his gear was the first red flag that made FoxFire worried as she watched through the holos. She knew Eli was worried too. The second red flag of course had been that no human had ever seen a Toryn Sel and lived to tell about it. Even what they looked like had been classified information, known only to higher species. The Toryn Sel were usually represented by an operative, one of their kind that is remade to look like another species, that would accompany historic missions, otherwise they were a very secretive species. This time things were different. FoxFire had no doubt that the Toryn Sel on the Ory'n wasn't some operative but something else, its voice had been old and raspy, chilling. The moment she heard it whispering she felt cold, as if time itself had stopped and she was worried even now that it had done something to her. Of course, this was exactly why when she was giving Eli a hug she slipped a tracker into his pocket alongside a personal ear piece into his hand. 


Chapter 19




Penalty Box




The drop ship missed its landing twice. The pilot, a N'tak, was inexperienced and it showed. Eli wondered why the one had been sent to retrieve him but soon realized that the small starship Ory'n wasn't an N'tak ship at all but using the ship's aesthetic as cover. Exiting the hangar Eli was met by a dozen security personnel, all pointing rifles at him like he was some kind of dangerous animal. 

"Boola," Eli cursed. He could see a Razzoran guard standing over him. The Razzorans are a giant reptilian race, with tough brown scales and tough yellow eyes. They have two clawed hands at the ends of their four arms. Razzorans' tough brown scales protect them from most harm. As such, their only real weapons are claws and legs. They have four legs, which are used for the most part for walking, but can also be used for fighting. Razzoran legs are much stronger than humans. They are able to carry large burdens with their legs alone. Razzorans are a proud race, and they are very militaristic. A good offense is the best defense, and this is the Razzorans' motto. They like seeing how far they can push themselves, and are often known to take on multiple opponents at once. They are also known to become very jealous of others who have more than they have. 

The Razzoran seemed to try to turn its mouth into a smile, only making it seem more frightening to Eli. 

"This," it hissed, trying to mimic Eli's language. 

"No problem," Eli smiled. 

Walking through the corridors of the Ory'n Eli noted several of the alien species aboard. There were the Yresi,  a very warlike race. They appear to be six-limbed aliens, with six eyes, a neck (that is almost as flexible as a chameleon's), and a mouth. They have two dark green tentacles that come out of their backs. The tentacles are used to 'taste'  their surroundings. Some of the Yresi are completely cybernetic and as such, their limbs are stronger than that of other races. In addition, the Yresi can deploy a form of energy shield around themselves.

Another species Eli noticed were the B'enk. The B'enk are a nomadic race, and have no home world. Like the Terris they once rebelled against the Aggregate, and as a result their home world was destroyed, made unlivable for a thousand years. They move as a tribe, with the elders being the elder members of the tribe. They have no culture of their own, but instead mimc the cultures of others, as such they may seem chaotic, as they often engage in multiple customs at one time. They are most often found in the use of clerics, mercenaries and soldiers. Primarily subterranean species, with a stouter build and more heavily muscled body than an average human. Their vision is poor in the dark, but they have excellent hearing. Since losing their homeworld many travel from world to world serving the Aggregate. 

Another cybernetic race, the Pansari were also walking through the hallways of the Ory'n in high numbers. The Pansari are a cyborg insectoid race. They have four insectoid legs, while their upper bodies are humanoid. There are various cybernetic attachments on their torso and the upper portion of their lower body. The centerpiece of the Pansari is the 'glabular gland'. This gland is comparable to the spleen of humans. Its function is to store blood which may be delivered to the rest of the body with various degrees of force. This allows the Pansari to deliver a powerful blow with a single hand. The Pansari are an aggressive, warlike race. They have a strong desire to expand their territory, and as such, they constantly wage war on their neighbors. Their society is very multicultural, and they take in other races from a variety of planets in an attempt to expand their territory more quickly. They have a rich and ancient culture, with a variety of philosophers and scholars. However, these scholars are diverse in their conclusions, and in some cases, their conclusions are almost contradictory. This has caused a great deal of chaos within the Pansari society -- a society that is defined by some as being very "chaotic", a term which can be used to describe both that they behave unpredictably, and that they are unpredictable.

Eli counted three insectoid species, one reptilian, and of course the N'Tak soldiers that greeted him in the hangar. It wasn't rare for species to mix on ships but this was the first time Eli had seen a Razzoran getting along with three other species that would otherwise have been dinner. Whatever they were feeding it was working wonders. He couldn't believe it had even attempted to communicate with him. Most Razzoran would rather grab and pick up or shove people around, they were one of the Aggregate species that had openly admitted to eating humans in the past. As the two approached the bridge Eli noticed a smaller, less aggressive species aboard the Ory'n. Small and made of blue sentient slime, the D'nah. 

The D'nah are a race of slime alien lifeforms. They evolved on a world that was near-arctic temperatures, and as such, they are cold-blooded and have a viscous texture to their skin. The D'nah are nomadic, they spend most of their time in space. They will occasionally visit other worlds, in order to steal and trade. They have a reputation for being quite merciless in their dealings despite being harmless creatures. They do not possess any kind of military, and as such, rely on their reputation to discourage attacks against them. They are also very secretive, and are never seen by anyone except those they have already chosen to deal with. Their techniques for trading are also somewhat unorthodox. They prefer to trade in goods that they have stolen from other races as well as rare artifacts. 

Humans encountered a similar creature that appeared on Earth before their ascension during the cataclysm. They were well-known for overwhelming human adventurers in large numbers despite being relatively weak, the D'nah CLAIM there is no relation between themselves and the slime of Earth, but others have their obvious doubts. The D'nah are another alien species that both fears and loves the taste of humans. 

"Here," the Razzoran pointed, it was the door to the bridge of the Ory'n. No surprise to Eli it only took them about five minutes to reach the bridge from the hangar, a very short walk. 

"So I'm just suppose to go in, say hi, then what?" Eli scowled and gestured with his hands, "after you." 

"Hooman, only," the Razzoran responded. 

"I'd like to know what I'm getting myself into first if you don't mind, I actually have quite a lot of questions." 

"Orders. Follow," the Razzoran hit the panel on the wall and the door opened, nothing but darkness inside. 

"Fine, fine, but I'll be complaining to the manager," Eli joked. 

The Razzoran growled and turned around. 

Eli, slowly walked into the darkness and triggered a red light on the wall. The door behind him immediately snapped shut, trapping him inside what felt like an empty room. It was unlike any starship bridge he had ever seen. Wires and cables were scattered everywhere, the air tasted stale, and there was a strange smell of sulfur in the air. 

"Eli Fayren," a voice in the darkness hissed. 

"That's me, Eli Fayren, 1st..." Eli stopped. A tall and slender creature dressed in a black cloak, with wires coming out of its back reaching upwards towards the ceiling and down across the floor came into the light. It's skin was pale, eyes black as night, not a single hair on its body. Eli could make out sharp teeth and fangs as it slowly breathed in and out. It reminded him of a vampire, an old one. Another creature that appeared during the cataclysm alongside zombies, trolls, and other things considered mythological. Even knowing such a creature existed did nothing to eradicate the fear Eli felt at the presence of the Toryn Sel. 

"I know what you are," the creature hissed. Its voice was deep and raspy. It sounded almost as if it struggled more than the Razzoran to form words despite speaking in full. 

"This is about my brother isn't it," Eli faked a smile. 

"This is about all your kind, the fates of your worlds," the Toryn Sel declared in a deeper, serious tone. 

"What can I do?" Eli asked, his face and voice more serious than ever. 

"One more test," the Toryn Sel exhaled. 

Eli wanted to scream, hadn't humanity done enough, all the battles, wars they fought as weapons for the Aggregate, wasn't that enough of a test. If this was about loyalty the Toryn Sel was certainly testing him now. It felt more like attrition, how much could humanity bear before they break. 

"I'm already prepared to kill my brother," Eli stated. Truth was he wasn't sure, he had told himself that if it came down to it he could. His brother Aeton had abandoned him, gone rogue, traitor, and while Eli understood his reasons he didn't feel the same. 

"You will get your chance," the Toryn Sel spoke. 

"So what else can I do for you?" Eli asked. 

The Toryn Sel was a few feet away from Eli now, inching closer and closer. Eli could feel cold air circulating around it. Hidden behind the cloak he could see a pair of bat-like wings. He had no doubt this creature, the Toryn Sel, had been responsible for the vampires that appeared during the cataclysm, and more-so he was sure they had visited Earth before, creating the legends and myths. 

The Toryn Sel reached out its arm, long pointy fingers with nails, no, claws that were two inches long. Eli stood his ground. He knew somehow that to move would be an insult. The Toryn Sel touched Eli's shoulder and for a moment Eli felt completely drained of all energy. A moment later he was laying in one of the beds in the barracks of the Ory'n. Razzoran standing beside him. 

"Good. Awa," the reptile-man said. 

"Awake, yeah, what happened?" Eli struggled, his throat felt parched. Luckily, the Razzoran was waiting with water. 

"Drin," it said. 

"Drin, sounds like a name, I think I'll call you that from here on out," Eli smiled, taking the water. The Razzoran wasn't amused. Eli sat for a moment trying to remember the last thing that happened. He remembered his meeting with the Toryn Sel, the way it looked, the way the room felt, and the creature reaching out, touching his shoulder. He knew he was being tested again, that all of humanity was being tested. 

"We go," Drin said in a deep growl. 

"Alright, lead the way," Eli smirked and placed the empty water down on the table next to the bed. 

"We made it," Eli stated. 

Drin led Eli to an observation deck. It was larger than Eli would have imagined. From here Eli could see the moon, and Earth in the distance. A tiny pale blue dot. It was smaller, more fragile than he remembered. 

"I wasn't even born there and yet I feel connected to it," Eli stated, no one but Drin, the Razzoran, listening. Drin nodded its head and let out a little growl as if to agree. 

"All this violence, seems so pointless when you see how small we are," Eli continued. Drin growled, agreeing or so Eli thought with his statement. "Most humans will never see this world, never understand how we went from fighting one another to colonizing the stars." 

In the distance, Eli could just barely make out, a ray of energy streaming through the darkness towards them. He knew what it was. The red projectile was concentrated mana. A shot fired from the Adas-12, still too far away to see with his naked eyes. 

Eli closed his eyes and braced himself for the sound of a red alert. Instead a proximity alarm blared and he opened his eyes. Dozens of portals opened around them in space, winking in and out of existence, some filled the entire observation area of the Ory'n, others were out in the distance. Dozens of smaller drop ships and Aggregate fighters emerged from the portals. Some Eli recognized as rebels using ships from the Adas-12, others were Aggregate. Fighters spilled out from the Ory'n and to their side Eli caught sight of the Extella, doing the same. They swarmed through space like bees coming out of a broken hive, tearing through one another and flying from one formation to another in quick succession.  

"I need to be out there," Eli said at last. 

"Follow," Drin ordered. Eli followed him into another room. A comm station on the Ory'n that acted as a secondary bridge. 

"Adas-12, this is the Extella," said FoxFire's voice through the speakers in the room. Eli was relieved to hear her. She was broadcasting on every frequency available and then some, an attempt to reach Aeton. 

"Just out for a leisurely ride through the Sol System," Aeton's voice came through the comm. 

"Aeton," FoxFire said, she recognized him instantly. For both her and Eli it was like hearing the voice of an old friend, a lost relative. FoxFire had to do her best to maintain her composure, but still, Eli could hear her suffering as she spoke, "Adas-12, this is FoxFire Areal, Captain of the Extella. Call back your pilots and surrender immediately." 

"Shouldn't you ask a bit more nicely," Aeton's voice sounded almost like a childs, like he was playing. 

"I repeat, call back your pilots and surrender immediately, I will not repeat this message again." 

The swarm outside turned from a few dozen fighters to hundreds. Each flying circles around one another, teasing one another, threatening. None of them attacked. The only sign of any real violence had been the red mana bomb Adas-12 had tried to drop on the Ory'n and a few ships that had engaged each other without orders. 

Eli had no idea the rebels had amassed such an army and wasn't a hundred percent sure whether or not it was real or an illusion. Both sides had their own casters who could hypothetically create a battlefield that was bigger than it really was. The amount of magic involved was immense not to mention the skill to create such detailed illusions. Eli felt like he could feel it in the air. 

"Stand down FoxFire," Aeton's voice was harsher now. 

"I can't do that, Aeton," she answered. 

"Last thing we want is violence. I am sending the Ory'n a list of demands. Our time in the Aggregate has come to an end," Aeton's voice was strong, stronger and more determined than it had ever been. 

"Humanity is a part of the Aggregate now, accept it, stop this," FoxFire pleaded, letting her real emotions show. 

The Adas-12 didn't respond. Not with words anyway. The Adas-12 star fighters began to engage the Aggregate. 

"Ory'n, this is the Extella, we have made contact with the Adas-12, they are refusing to surrender," FoxFire came through the Ory'n comm. 

"War has been declared," said open of the N'tak. 

"Please, let Eli try," FoxFire said through the speakers. She had the feeling he would be listening. 

"I'm ready," Eli responded. Everyone in the room turned to him. 

"No," said Drin. "Orders." 

"I can do this, he's my brother, if anything I can buy us some time to get a team together to disable their ship," Eli argued. 

"No. Down," responded Drin. 

"Then why bring me here, why show me this?" 

"Toryn Sel, demands. Loyalty." 




And then Drin turned on Eli, grabbed him and placed his arm behind his back. Eli struggled, unable to break free and realized what he was, a prisoner, a hostage. Plan B. 


Chapter 20




Kick the Tires and Light the Fires




Drin brought Eli to his knees. A moment later the Ory'n was attempting to communicate with the Adas-12 via a holo. They wanted Aeton to see his brother, held against his will by a Razzoran. They wanted him to know that if he destroyed the Ory'n he would end his brother's life. 

"Damn you," Eli cursed. He tried to bite the arm of Drin but was left with nothing but the taste of leather in his mouth. Drin let out a small laugh. 

One of the N'Tak hailed the Adas-12, finally managing to directly connect to their systems. Aeton could see everything happening inside the secondary bridge of the Ory'n, but they could see only darkness. 

Surprised, at first, Aeton saw his brother immediately. Taking quick notes of how much he had grown over the years. 

"We have your brother," said the little N'tak.

There was nothing but silence. Then, Drin made Eli scream. Twisting his arm and nearly breaking it. The Razzoran demanded Eli call out to his brother for help, to demand that he surrender. Eli bit his lips as hard as he could until blood poured down his chin. 

"Hang on," FoxFire's voice came through Eli's earpiece. 

For a moment Eli felt relief, then Drin pressed his claws against the back of his spine and he wondered if he was about to be paralyzed. 

"Useless," said the N'tak. "Feed it to the  D'nah." 

Drin growled and picked Eli up off the ground. The link between Aeton and the Ory'n was severed. 

"Hang up on you?" Eli smirked. 

"Take it away before we eats it," the N'tak snarled. 

Eli smiled. He knew FoxFire had been listening the whole time and whether he died or not this wasn't something that she would let stand. The Razzaron grabbed Eli by the back of the neck and pushed him outside the comm room. 

"So this way to the dungeon right," Eli laughed. 

The Razzaron growled, and as it did Eli turned around breaking free of its grasp and punched it straight in the gut. Nothing happened. The hallway echoed with the Razzoron's laugh as Eli punched it as hard as he could again. It wiped him with the palm of its hand and knocked him across the ground. 

"Shit," Eli growled. "That hurt, you know, I was just starting to think the two of us had become friends." 

"Food," the Razzoran growled, it had no intention of taking Eli to the slime now, not without grabbing a bite itself. 

"Indigestion," Eli smiled as he picked himself up off the ground.  "Fox, you have my location?" Eli asked. 

"Affirmative. Get ready for the bounce," her voice whispered in his ear. 

"Bohica," Eli grinned. Eli grabbed hold of the railing in the hallway, it was low to the ground. The Razzoran stared at him in confusion and started to laugh as Eli braced himself. The Razzoran Drin started walking forward and then, the entire hallway opened up to space. Drin was sucked outside while Eli hung on for life. 

"Longshot made it look like the Adas, we need you to jump," FoxFire's voice was barely audible through his small earpiece. 

Eli could smell sulphur, rum, seared steak, gunpowder, and a hint of raspberries. "Damnit," Eli said, searching his pockets he found a smoke and popped it into his mouth. Between the pill and his flight suit he would be protected long enough he wouldn't die from exposure to space for at least a few seconds. 

"Geronimo," Eli said, standing up and running towards the opening in the Ory'n hull. He leapt out just like he was parachuting out of an airplane. He could feel the vacuum sucking him out. His muscles hardened and he felt the absence of both heat and cold. He felt completely numb but stronger than ever before. The smoke was working, turning him into an invincible human being but burning through him faster than ever. He'd have a minute tops at the rate it was working to save his life. 

Eli floated away from the Ory'n fast and could just barely make out the sight of one of the Extella's own drop ships in the darkness. 
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Eli couldn't believe how strong he felt. He even managed to turn and shift his body towards the Extella drop ship. He could see it was almost completely powered down, staying under the radar of the Ory'n. On top was Longshot in a full space suit holding a large rail gun that was attached to a battery pack all magnetized to the hull. 

In less than ten seconds Eli grabbed hold of Longshots hand and the two entered inside the drop ship. 

"Just breathe," he said. "We're in, tell Trix to kick the tires and light the fires." Immediately the Extella began towing the drop ship back towards its hangar via a large cable. "See, we had the feeling that they weren't going to be buddy buddy so we drifted out behind you and waited for a moment to strike. Hull of the Ory'n isn't very thick and right now they are so full of themselves they haven't even bothered with shields. Blasted that wall out at lost point blank range, saw the lizard-boy fly out and pop like a cherry." 

Longshot helped Eli inside a stasis pod that activated immediately almost as soon as the smoke wore out of his veins. His internal organs felt like they had started to inflate and his veins were raised upwards.  The stasis pod was running on a separate system, another car sized battery, similar to the railgun. Nanites inside the clear cool liquid inside the pod started going to work, healing and the damage that had occurred to Eli's body. 

"Nice flying cowboy," Longshot smiled. He was still wearing his space suit but Eli could hear him clearly in his earpiece. 

Eli tried to say thank you but couldn't mutter a word, his vocal chords were still swollen not to mention he was sucking down the clear oxygen rich fluids into his lungs now. 

"Ory'n this is the Extella, we saw an explosion, damage?" FoxFire's voice came through Eli's ear. 

"Negative, we move to attack the Adas-12 now," a N'tak said. 

"On your left," FoxFire answered. 




The cable pulling in the drop ship began cycling faster and faster. Eli slept in stasis for less than five minutes while he and Longshot floated through space. Longshot stayed alert the whole time, somewhat waiting for something to go wrong. He held the railgun out the back of the drop ship's hold with eyes focused on the Ory'n. He didn't like that they didn't acknowledge the giant hole in the side of their ship, hated that they acted like it was no big deal. When they were close enough to the hangar Longshot retreated back inside the drop ship and started its engine. Even if the Ory'n was monitoring the Extella they were close enough to look like they were preparing to do some recon. He disengaged the cable and flew the two inside. 

"How was the nap?" Longshot asked, he was out of his space suit waking Eli up from stasis. 

"Too short," Eli grunted and checked over his stats. The Smoke had worn off completely and his abilities were back to normal. 




Name: Eli 

Race: Human, Gaia-3

Class: Pilot 

Title: Wolf's Bane 

Level: 22 (8610 / 9160 XP)




100 / 100 HP

100 / 100 ARMOR




Skills: 




Strength: 12 / 100

Agility: 14 / 100

Endurance: 16 / 100

Dexterity: 11 / 100

Intelligence: 10 / 100

Melee: 18 / 100

Focus: 15 /100

Firearms: 35 / 100

Piloting: 42 / 100




Unique Skills: Well-Rested




Abilities: 




Identify: Active




"Well, good news, you're officially K.I.A," Longshot smiled, "can retire to whatever backwater world you desire now." 

"Yeah, maybe after we deal with my brother," Eli stated. 

"You don't have to go through with this, Foxy and I went through a lot of trouble keeping your ass alive, not for you to blow yourself up fighting for the bad guys," Longshot said straight-faced. Eli could tell he was putting on a show, the two of them and FoxFire knew Eli would never stand down from a fight, especially when his friends and lover were in danger.  

"Bad guys?" 

"Pretty obvious that's what we are," Longshot said.  

Eli nodded. He understood what Longshot meant, he understood FoxFire's reluctance to trust the Ory'n as well. All the questions she had asked him before. It wasn't a test, or an interrogation. She, like others, wanted change but knew that Aeton's way wasn't it. 

"I'm coming with you," Eli stated. 

"Look, we're pawns, we know that, take a drop ship, go back to your family, get out of this. We'll take it from here," Longshot sounded like he was trying to give Eli orders. 

"I'm coming with you," Eli said again. 

"Fine, ships already warmed up, you'll find it alongside the other dinosaurs in the upstairs attic. You'll need a new call sign, any ideas?" 

Eli thought for a moment, "Fayren." He said. 

"Ha, that's pretty good," Longshot said as he fiddled with a  data pad. "All set up, Fayren, Fayre Squadron, if anyone asks you are a new recruit, just got promoted to Squad Captain, you are my second cousin, you've been with us since we left Tranquility." 

"Thank you," Eli muttered at last. 

"Just don't get yourself killed," Longshot smiled. 




****




Eli smiled as he walked into the hangar, the smell of fresh welds filling the air, the teams were scavenging to make sure the ships were air-tight and ready for space. Eli's ship was off to the side alongside three others and their pilots waiting for him. Eli gave his ship a quick study. 




Viper, Modified

Level 4 (Non-Sentient, Organic components added)




Crew: 1

Length: 52 ft (normally 49 ft 5 inches) 

Wingspan: 42 ft (normally 32 ft 8 inches)

Height: 16 ft 

Empty weight: 20,900 lb 

Gross weight: 26,500 lb 

Max takeoff weight: 42,500 lb 

Fuel capacity: 7,000 pounds / Power Cells (36 hours)




Atmospheric Performance:




Maximum speed: 

Mach 2.05 (1,318 mph; 2,121 km/h) at 40,000 feet, clean

Mach 1.2, (921 mph; 1,482 km/h) at sea level

Combat range: 339 mi, 546 km on a hi-lo-hi mission with 4 × 1,000 lb

Ferry range: 2,620 mi, 4,217 km with drop tanks

G limits: +9.0

Roll rate: 324°/s

Rate of climb: 72,000 ft/min (370 m/s) (sustains 72,000 ft/min in 4.2g ascending turn)

Wing loading: 88.3 lb/sq ft (431 kg/m2)

Thrust/weight: 1.095 (1.24 with loaded weight & 50% internal fuel) 




Modifiers: 

Aggregate Energy Cell (Solar Charge): Unknown range. Untested long term flight. Damaged easily. Fuel, rare, still recommended for short term usage. 




Aggregate Shield




Space Performance:

Unverified. Exceeds Mach 9. Aggregate Shield required.  




Armament:




Guns: 

1 × 20 mm M61A1 6-barrel rotary cannon, 511 rounds

Hard-points: 

2 × wing-tip air-to-air missile launch rails, 6 × under-wing, and 3 × under-fuselage missiles stations with a capacity of up to 17,000 lb (7,700 kg) of stores.

Aggregate light canon, 600 RPM, usually good for 50-100k shots.  

(Drains energy from Aggregate energy cell)




Rockets: 

16 ×  rocket pods 




Missiles: 

Air-to-air missiles:

6 × sidewinder missiles




Air-to-surface missiles:

6 ×  Joint Air-to-Surface Standoff Missile (JASSM)

4 × Joint Standoff Weapon (JSOW)




Anti-ship missiles:

2 ×  Harpoon

4 × Chef’s Special




Bombs: 

8 ×  Combined Effects Munition

8 × Cluster Dispensers

8 × Sensor Fuzed Weapon

4 × general-purpose bombs

8 ×  Small Diameter Bomb (SDB)




Wind Corrected Munitions Dispenser (WCMD)

2 x Nuclear bombs




Others:

SUU-42A/A Flares/Infrared decoys dispenser pod and chaff pods

Non-Sentient Organic compounds added to fuel intake, reinforced cockpit for space combat, and Non-Sentient Organic pressure seals. 

Anti-Gravity repulsers and hover combat controls added to inside cockpit.

Stereo




The hangar was buzzing. Longshot had stayed in the basement, where his own starfighter was, and sent Eli topside. 

"Flight captain," saluted one of the recruits. 

"Fayren," Eli said. 

"Yes Sir, Fayren, Sir," another recruit saluted. Eli realized that they were a team of three that FoxFire had put in his charge. 

"Diamond formation until we reach the Adas-12, we'll see if we can't hard punch their shields. If we can make an entrance we can stop them." 

"Yes sir," said all three recruits. 

Eli climbed a ladder into his starship, said a small prayer and checked that all systems were a go. He checked in with each of his flight buddies to make sure that everything was a go, before they launched. 

They were closer than Eli thought to Earth. The Adas-12, Ory'n, and Extella were all in orbit, just outside the Roche limit. Eli knew flying in these conditions would be turbulent but not the worst thing he could have imagined. He thought Aeton might have been leading them into a killbox but there was no sign they were in danger from others. 

"Fayre Squadron on me, wait until we are in firing range then let them have it," Longshot ordered as his squad sped towards a swarm of hundreds of enemies and the Adas-12.  It was completely unlike any ship they had ever seen, like a dagger piercing through space. 

'Here we go,' Eli thought, this is the moment he has been waiting for. The targeting reticule showed he was within missile range and he launched a pair at the Adas-12's ion engines. A shield absorbed the missiles deflecting them into space. Sensors showed no damage. Eli couldn't believe it, he had missed his shot, the Adas-12 was just as advanced as he had been warned. 

The Adas-12 rebels continued their assault, firing a barrage at the Ory'n and dialing the small starship as the Pterax and the Dalsime came out of the void and joined the fight. 

Number wise the Adas-12 wouldn't have stood a chance, but fighters weren't the only weapons Aeton had on hand. The Pterax was the first ship to split in two as the Adas-12 fired at it using a large rail-gun. The Pterax didn't stand a chance. The Dalsime, seeing the danger they were in, immediately began powering up their FTL drive only to be hit by a second pulse of energy from the Adas-12. The back of their starship ignited cascading from one compartment to the next in a wave that devastated the ship. Debris from both starships intertwined. 

"We underestimated them," FoxFire's voice said. She was using the Extella to shield the Ory'n on the orders of the Toryn'Sel. Eli had no doubt that Aeton could have taken out the Extella and the Ory'n anytime it wanted but wouldn't because there were humans onboard. 

Not paying close enough attention to his own instruments, Eli's starfighter started to stall forcing him to reset. He activated his repulsors at the last second too close for comfort above the Adas-12 shield. He could just barely make out white and blue wisps of energy that moved hundreds of yards above the hull. It was like staring down at a shallow lake.  

"No way we can break through that," Eli said. He hoped someone was paying attention, that no one would make the mistake he had. 

More and more ships were disappearing. The illusion created by the Ory'n had disappeared and Aeton knew he was winning. 

Eli's fighter rose, panicked cries from pilots echoed through his comm, others were silent, dead, dying, or floating in the debris. Unable to communicate their final moments to their teammates. Eli risked a glance outside his cockpit, looking up and saw Longshot flying tandem with him from above. Longshot's ship had been heavily damaged, his comms were out, the moment Eli saw him he signaled him by flashing a flare. 

"I'm hit," another voice cried out through the comm. The transmission ended as an icon on Eli's radar blinked out of existence. 

More and more icons disappeared. Most in silence. 

"Fire again," Eli said to himself. He dropped another two missiles at the shield and watched as it rippled outward. Longshot was right behind him with two of his own. Still nothing changed as if they were engulfed in a cloud of nothingness. 

An enemy ship, one of Aeton's rebels, came up behind Eli and started firing at him with laser rounds. Red streaks painted the darkness of the space and Eli immediately let loose a barrage of flairs. Longshot flipped around and fired at the enemy that was chasing them. 

"Spanked," Longshot shouted excitedly through the comms. 

"Nice work Tiger," Eli called back. Before they could celebrate and continue looking for weaknesses in the Adas-12 shield another two fighters came up on their side. 

"Snuggle up, they are coming for us," Eli groaned. 

"On your left," Longshot answered. He moved his fighter under Eli's left wing as the two fighters spun and missed crashing into them from the side. The moment they were passed Longshot broke away and fired two missiles at his enemies. He missed. 

"They are doubling down," Longshot said. Both he and Eli watched as the fighters turned in a circle and began doubling back behind them. 

Eli swirled around in a figure eight pattern firing twice at the sides with his own missiles taking out the enemy ships. 

"Two more Morts," Eli said. 

Turning three hundred and sixty degrees Eli fired a single missile into the red light of the fliers, taking out the enemy's wing. It crashed over the shield, shredding to pieces and dissipating to dust. 

Eli leveled up and gained 2 new skill points to his piloting and unlocked several new abilities. 




Name: Eli 

Race: Human, Gaia-3

Class: Pilot 

Title: Wolf's Bane 

Level: 23 (100 / 9420 XP)




100 / 100 HP

100 / 100 ARMOR




Skills: 




Strength: 12 / 100

Agility: 14 / 100

Endurance: 16 / 100

Dexterity: 11 / 100

Intelligence: 10 / 100

Melee: 18 / 100

Focus: 20 / 100 (Warm Fuzzy Active)

Firearms: 35 / 100

Piloting: 44 / 100




Unique Skills: Well-Rested




Abilities: 

NEW Ability - Advanced Fighter / Warm Fuzzy - When active your spacial awareness is increased giving +5 to focus. 

NEW Ability -  Symbiosis - situational awareness with craft increased. 

Identify: Active

NEW Ability - Maverick - Mind over body. Natural mana consumption reduced when piloting. Live longer, fly faster. 




"Four missiles left," Eli growled. He didn't even have to look at his instruments. The shields couldn't last forever could they? Maybe if he unleashed all four at once the energy would be enough to create an opening, of course then what? Another enemy fighter neared, Eli let out another flair then turned sideways and drifted alongside Longshot who was mirroring his moves. Longshot fired a missile this time, streaking across space and hitting the enemy vessel in the side. Nothing remained. 

Eli turned his star fighter upwards and nearly stalled again. The salvaged fighter might have had some pretty decent upgrades but it was still nothing compared to the Aggregate ships coming after them. Longshot continued to hold his position, following behind Eli, both of them looking for a break in the Adas-12's shields. Longshot was the one to find it. Near the hangar there was a small opening. Longshot let four of his missiles rip through along with a steady stream of flares. 

Eli opened a channel, "This is Fayren of the Extella, shield opens at the basement, I repeat, shield opens at the basement." Eli had hoped some of his squad might get the message but what he didn't expect was for the Extella itself to move into combat formation. 

"FoxFire, what are you doing?" Eli called out. He could see the massive starship closing in on the Adas-12 as both he and Longshot circled the hangar and the opening in the shield now. 

"Eli," FoxFire's voice came through his comm. 

"Pull back," Eli demanded. 

While the Extella filled Eli's view he watched as blip after blip disappeared from radar. Green icons turned red, others faded out entirely. 

"Pull back," Eli cried out again. He felt his hands shaking. FoxFire knew the only way to take down the Adas-12 was to hit it hard. The Extella would be heavy and large enough to disable the advanced starship entirely. It was a hail mary, the kind of attack no Captain wants to order. Watching the Extella move closer Eli could barely make out escape pods, jettisoning outward and down towards Earth's surface. 

Behind the Extella, close enough to both starships to stay out of range of the Adas-12's railgun was the Ory'n. Just waiting for their chance to pounce on injured prey. 

"No," Eli wasn't going to let FoxFire sacrifice herself and the Extella. 

"Fayren, nothing we can do," Longshot said. 

Eli knew better, he could see the opening in the Adas-12 shield, where fighters were coming and going. He had to kick the beehive. Flying down he started towards a swarm of fighters. Firing straight ahead he started playing chicken with the illusions. Some turned, others passed straight through him, it wasn't long before he was inside the Adas-12 shields the rest of Fayre Squadron and Longshot left behind. 

"Big mistake," a familiar voice came through his comm. "Think one little ship is going to stop us. You are an ant to us."

"Aeton," Eli said, he recognized the voice. 

The comm cut out. Eli could see an Aggregate ship, different from the others coming towards him. He knew it was his brother joining the battle at long last. 


Chapter 21




Knife Fight in the Phone Booth




Brother against brother. Eli flew down towards the outer hull of the Adas-12, scanning it with his own eyes trying to find a weakness. He wished that the Aggregate had given them more intel, weaknesses, maybe a blueprint or holo that they could have studied, something more than a few pictures of what it was they were going after. Still, it didn't change the facts, every ship no matter how advanced had to have weaknesses. Eli tested the outer hull, blasting several missiles against it. The walls of the Adas-12 were extra thick, it was more of a fortress than a ship. Even space stations weren't as protected as it was. Eli had no choice but to fly in a crooked zagging formation, barrel rolling and twisting with Aeton closing behind him. Nearly out of flares Eli was worried his brother wouldn't hesitate to kill him, but why. Was this really that important to him? 

Clearing his head of the thoughts of his brother, Eli focused on his mission. He was going to save FoxFire's life, the Extella, by taking down the Adas-12 and forcing it to crash on Earth. Flying over the metal hull of the Adas-12, Eli found dozens of nooks and crannies to avoid Aeton in spite of his brother remaining close behind him. When Aeton took shots he damaged the outer hull of the Adas-12, though not very much. Eli thought he could use this to his advantage. Dropping any of the two nukes he had at his disposal wasn't an option, Eli knew he would never reach the correct escape velocity in time especially since he had to make sure he stayed under the Adas-12 shield, a hundred yards above his head. 

Flying circles and taking out the Adas-12 towers, radar, and weapons were easy under the shield. Eli was down to six rockets, zero air to surface missiles, and a handful of bombs. His flares were running low and the chaff pods had been pretty useless besides scattering some debris in front of his enemies and keeping the Adas-12 turrets from detecting him. Flying as low as he was to the starship took nearly all his concentration, allowing him only a few milliseconds to arm and launch bombs over its surface. Some seemed to do more damage than others but nothing tore through the starship's hull despite basically being at point blank range. Eli could feel the intensity every time he dropped a bomb, the back of his modified, alien Viper slowing down, wanting to be pulled back into the blast. He felt like he was dredging space. The gravity of the Adas-12 was noticeable, given its size, which surprised Eli even more than how tough it was. Eli could constantly feel the ship pulling him down, inward, towards the engines on the backside. Luckily, that was exactly where he was heading. 




Aeton followed Eli without remorse, firing to kill his brother. He didn't even act like he cared that Eli was in the cockpit. As far as he was concerned now this wasn't Eli, just another Aggregate trick. Another assassin sent to take his head, and he had dealt with them before without mercy. 




Eli drifted his Viper several yards above the surface of the Adas-12, releasing the last of his chaff pods and dodging a tower that exploded behind him. The debris floated upward disintegrating as it hit the shield above them. Eli knew he was trapped, no way to take out the shield, the Adas-12 had stopped opening and closing the gap by the hangar as well, forcing the Extella crew to double back and hit it with everything they had. The missiles from the Extella created a show of force, lighting up the shield in every direction like blue fireworks spread out across space. Eli wished for a moment he could stop and take it all in, but he hadn't time. 




It wasn't long before Aeton and Eli were the only two flying around under the shield, the Adas-12 had deployed all her fighters, darts, and drones, and the illusions were disappearing as fast as they appeared as both sides weakened. Aeton knew he still had the upper hand, all that stood between him and victory was his idiot brother, flying like a maniac, skidding just over the hull like a bug. Aeton, slightly impressed by his brother's improvement, realized that he had gotten rusty. Too much time on the run, playing politics, bounty hunting, and pretending to be some kind of rebel. Not enough time training. He knew as Eli sped past the Adas-12's second hangar and towards the engines that this was his downfall. He might have had an edge if he ordered the Adas-12 to fire its engines but that would only kill them both. Unless, he knew he could land on the hull and stick to it like a tick to a dog. Eli wouldn't know any better, the shield would tear him apart. 

"Move the Adas towards the Roche limit," Aeton ordered. Roche limit was the distance from a celestial body which a second celestial body, held together only by its own force of gravity, would disintegrate because the first body's tidal forces exceeded the second body's gravity. The Adas-12 would be protected by the shields, so long as they held, and it would give them a tactical advantage. The Extella and even the Ory'n would be weakened fighting with the tidal forces of Earth pulling against them. It would be like swimming with only your legs while caught inside an undertow. 

"Are you sure? Tidal forces may lock us into place, we'll be in a stalemate," said Tarp, currently Captaining the Adas-12. 

"Ever hear of the Alamo?" Aeton asked. 

"Yes, Sir," Tarp replied, realizing at last that this mission was always going to end his way. There was no winning, this was the best they, any of them could hope for. They could quietly make their way to Earth from the Adas-12 using what escape pods were left, while the Aggregate would have no choice but to call in more ships. 

"Was this the plan all along?" Tarp asked, “To block the Aggregate from taking control of Earth?" 

Aeton didn't answer, focusing on his flying, he kept Eli in his sights but his brother was good. Drifting and using his chaff pods, flairs, and bombs to block any shot Aeton would have had. 

"Aeton, are you alright, you seem... distressed," Natalie's voice entered inside Aeton's head. He tried for a moment to ignore her but knew that wouldn't work, she had been keeping track of him the entire time, pushing her abilities to their max the farther away from her he was. 

"The ship I'm hunting is one of my brothers," Aeton said, carefully thinking how to word things for her. 

"That ship IS your brother," Natalie said back to him. 

"Sir, should we still move towards Earth?" Tarp asked. 

Aeton hesitated. 




Eli was moving fast, he'd accidentally scraped the bottom of his fighter against the hull and damaged his hull. He could feel his anti-grav repulsors, the alien tech integrated to the fighter was damaged making it harder for him to move as fast as he would have liked. He couldn't concentrate fast enough to arm and drop anymore bombs. He could see the massive cylindrical engines of the Adas-12. Eight in total, circling one. He knew it was suicidal flying into one but that was the only way he could take out the alien tech that was hidden deep within them. 

The Adas-12 was a level 5 ship. An alien entity in and off itself, bred from other ships and alien leviathans. It was a marriage of bio-technology and metal shaped by the Aggregate. Like a war horse covered in armor. Eli had never seen anything like it. He could see the creature's skin along the cylinders, organic material grafted to metal plates, shields created to redirect the massive amount of heat and gases the creature produced, directed away from the rest of the starship for the safety of itself and the crew. In other words, Eli was about to fly up the creature's ass and drop a bomb. 

"Let this work," Eli prayed. For a moment his brother disappeared off his radar and he wondered if he was going to turn the starship. If Aeton did, Eli knew he would die. There was no way he could outrun the shield, at best he could crash against the hull and hope that he could cling to it. 

Nothing happened. Eli entered the closest cylinder and fired several rockets from his fighter. 

The heat inside the cylinder fused the outside of Eli's starfighter together, melting welds and rivets. His landing gear was gone, his boosters shot, he no longer had control of his fighter. Eli was floating inside a metal can, no way to move, no way to escape, but the job was done. The gravity of the Adas-12 forced him down and he slid across its surface, the Earth growing infinitely larger above him. 




Aeton's hesitation had cost him everything. The Adas-12 was already falling as he landed on the outside of the hull, magnetic clamps holding his ship in place. 




On the Extella, FoxFire watched everything, helpless to help Eli. She focused on guiding her pilots, her team through the battle rageing outside the shields of the Adas-12. They were dropping like flies, the Ory'n continuing to demand that the Extella move to protect them at all costs. She refused. Defying her orders for the first time in her career. Slowly, the illusions disappeared and FoxFire realized that their numbers matched, she set Longshot and the rest of Fayre Squadron on the rebel ships between her and the Adas-12. "Clear a path and punch out," FoxFire ordered. 

She continued to watch Eli and Aeton dogfighting over the surface of the Adas-12. Waiting... 




The shields surrounding the Adas-12 went down as the tidal forces of Earth proved too much. Eli could feel the gravity of Earth pulling at him as his ship skid across the hull. He fired his boosters, trying his best to melt away the metal welds that had formed over them. One of them broke loose, letting him scrape his ship further and further inside the Adas-12's butthole as he fired his engines on and off again. 

"Prang," Eli cursed. One of the other engines of the Adas-12 began firing, making it change direction. Earth disappeared from the front of him as the ship began to descend sideways into the upper atmosphere. If it corrected its position it would be locked in orbit again, shields would reactivate and the damage Eli had made would repair itself while the battle wined down to a war of attrition. It was then a large blip appeared on Eli's radar. The Extella, there one moment, gone the next as the sky lit up with light. 




The sound of a creature dying filled the void. 


Chapter 22




Boresight




Aj woke up just in time to die. But, at least he knew he was going to go out on his own terms. With a sling around his neck and bandages wrapped around his body he walked onto the bridge seeing FoxFire standing there, commanding fighters in battle like she was playing some strategy game. It was nearly impossible to tell what was real and what was an illusion, both sides had their casters working overtime. What Aj could see though was a small ship,  one of the Extella’s starfighters, being chased around inside the shields of the Adas-12. 

"Is that Eli?" Aj asked, his voice was hoarse. It hurt him more to speak than he imagined. Still, Breakaway was gone and his injuries were healing nicely thanks to the alien tech they had aboard. 

"And his brother, engaged in one on one combat," FoxFire lamented. 

"Doesn't seem right," Aj noted. "Family should never be split." 

"Keep the faith, it's a powerful thing," FoxFire stated. Aj moved closer examining the battle at hand. Trix was busy flying the ship, keeping them just in front of the Ory'n, shielding it from the Adas-12 rebels. She looked back and saw Aj, standing, and began tearing up. 

"There is an opening, there," Aj said. He pointed at the Adas-12, near the secondary hangar, towards the middle of the ship. 

"Too small," FoxFire said. 

"Not for us, we could pry it open with our own shields. Like two magnets forcing each other apart," Aj explained. 

FoxFire looked at him surprised. She knew what it was he was suggesting. She also couldn't sit back and watch the rebels pick off her soldiers one after another. "Trix, tell the Nuggets we've got Judy." 

"Are you sure about this?" FoxFire said looking up at Aj again. 

"The front of the Extella should be able to split the Adas-12 apart. I'm not sure if our shields will hold but we have a 50/50 shot of hitting a home run," Aj said, trying to concentrate. He was running projections through his head, trying his best to figure out a better way. 

"Looks like an opportunity to excel," FoxFire smiled. 




****




The sound of the Adas dying wasn't actual sound, the scream it made being ripped apart was echoing through the minds of everyone in Sol. The creature, a level 5 starship, was torn apart like a worm, the Extella ripping through its body like a large hook. Not even its nascent soul would survive. 

After a few seconds, there was an eerie silence, the creature's voice disappeared as it fell towards the Earth in pieces, debris scattering, burning as it fell apart above Earth's atmosphere. 

The Extella shields failed as the Earth's atmosphere found a hole and began ripping it apart, turning it on its tail. 

The lights on the bridge of the Adas-12 glared red as an alert sounded for all crew to get to their escape pods. The plan had failed. Aeton and the rebels would no longer be able to hold and protect Earth, it would fall back into the Aggregate's hands. Still, Tarp couldn't believe that it was the Extella, humans, that had done what they did. He hated them for it, but most of all he hated their puppet masters, the Aggregate. 'All this for a broken egg,' Tarp thought, looking at a holo of the Adas-12, now in several pieces. He and Natalie were lucky. The bridge was still intact, life support systems were working, gravity was working, and a secondary core was keeping things stable. The creature had cycled its essence through its body and survived. They would never fly again but Tarp could glide the weight of what was left down to the planet's surface. 'Maybe', he thought, he would survive. 

"Natalie, are you ok," Tarp asked, turning towards the young woman. 

"I'm fine," she said without moving her lips. Tarp could see tears running down her cheeks, the screams of the Adas had more of an effect on her with her abilities than anyone else listening. Tarp could only imagine how difficult it was for her to even move about now. 

"You’re reading my mind right now?" Tarp asked. 

Natalie nodded. He was telling her now was the time to run, to escape. 

"Start over, don't let anyone ever make you a slave," Tarp smiled. 

Natalie nodded again and began moving towards the hallway that would lead her to the bridge's own escape pods, slightly more cushioned than the others, she would have supplies for days, food, water, and even a handful of weapons, not that she needed them. 

"Thank you," Natalie said, moving her lips, her voice strained. 

"Just survive, it's what the boss would want," Tarp smiled and turned back to the controls. Natalie knew that wasn't entirely true. Aeton wanted to turn the tides on the Aggregate and free the Earth but the moment the two of them met he longed for so much more. He wanted the Adas-12 to be the spark that would bring about freedom, not just for humans of Gaia-3, but all humans, all across the multiverse. Now, his dream was all but extinguished. The seeds of rebellion would never go further than the moon. 

Not even a minute later Natalie strapped herself into an escape pod and hit the launch key. She could still feel Aeton alive, his ship clamped onto the second half of the Adas that had already entered the atmosphere. She wanted so desperately to save him, but her reach, her powers were limited. There was another presence too, one that had come from the Extella. She focused on it, shifting her escape pod several degrees and following behind it. 




****




Eli popped a smoke and leaned back letting his seat lock him into place as he shook like he was a fork inside a blender. The backend of the Adas had turned after the Extella split it into separate parts. The smaller parts rained down, turning to fire, like small meteors falling from the sky, evaporating almost like snow before they hit the ground hard enough to cause an impact. The larger part, where the front of the Adas had been, was moving sideways across the sky, guiding itself down as if it were sliding into place. Eli knew someone was at the helm, taking it down gently. Laying the creature to rest on the planet below. 

All around him he could hear the sound of barriers being broken, loud deep thumps echoing around him ear to ear. 

Eli's own starship had slid out of the engines, separating itself from the Adas. As it left the edge of the alien starship Eli continued to fire his booster on and off again. He saw the ground, lush green forests, mountains in the distance, lakes, rivers, and even a few roads and ruins that used to be skyscrapers. It looked like a paradise. It didn't take long for the spinning to stop. Eli's booster burned out and the fighter leveled herself out falling backwards with Eli's eyes pointed towards the sky above. Eli looked up and saw nothing but a blue sky, it was the middle of the day. 

He took a deep breath, Eli wondered if hitting the eject and punching out would do any good or if it would just splatter him against his ship's canopy, still welded shut from the heat of battle. 

Eli wondered if his life would flash before his eyes. He wondered if he would eventually feel himself floating upwards towards a tunnel of light, or would he be sucked down into darkness, body and soul. 

'Nothing,' he thought, 'could be worse than all I've already lost.' 

"Bubbas coming," a familiar voice said. 

'There's no way,' Eli thought, 'why would he save me now?' 

Eli unbuckled and turned looking out the backside of his cockpit. The ground was closer than ever but Eli knew he'd still have almost a minute before he hit the ground. There, breaking away from the backend of the Adas-12 was the Aggregate vessel that had been chasing him, trying to stop him from the inevitable. Que metal music. 

Aeton flew upward, magnetic clamps active as he grabbed hold of Eli's fighter. 'Nice ship,' Aeton thought, thinking of how the two brothers had competed against one another flying in VR, how they had gone on hundreds of missions together in tandem, as a team. He missed the feeling. Still, he wasn't sure why he was doing this, maybe he just wanted to see his brother's face one last time before the end. 

"I have you. Taking us down," Aeton said. Eli didn't say a word as both ships began flying towards the crashed outer hull of the Adas-12 frontside. It looked like a landing pad several hundred stories off the ground. The front, buried in the ground like a ramp. The Adas had landed upside down, the bridge controls, had been crushed by the hard ground, dirt and trees. 

It was the only safe place Aeton could see to land, not only that it was the only place he could end this. 

The weight of Eli's ship weighed Aeton's alien vessel down enough to slow their landing. Aeton had to time it just right, letting go of Eli at the right moment to sling him fast enough he would skid down the side of the Adas to a stop. A near perfect execution. No pilot could have done it better. It was like flipping a dime with a forklift into someone's hand. 

Eli's ship skidded down the Adas-12's ruined hull and came to a stop. The moment it had Eli got to work breaking the glass of his cockpit from the inside. He grabbed a diamond plated hammer from under his seat and smashed the glass as hard as he could. 

After several hits there was finally a crack. Small at first but enough that Eli kept hitting it, breaking through the tempered glass, silica seals, and alien wax that held it in place. The glass cockpit shattered over his head, small pieces cutting against his skin. Eli smiled, he could smell the air of Earth outside. He reached back under his seat and grabbed a small energy pistol and placed it and a holster on his hip. He hit the glass again with the hammer until he was able to make his way through the opening falling over the top of the fighter onto the metal below him knocking his shoulder out of place. 

The change in pressure made Eli's ears burst and his nose began to bleed, if not for several of the alien inoculations he had aboard the Extella he was sure his lungs would have burst. He laid there in pain for what felt like hours though was actually only a few seconds. He pulled himself up, ignoring the pain across his face, his entire body, and popped his shoulder back into place biting his tongue in the process. 

Eli looked around and saw Aeton's starship had crashed not from his, the cockpit was already open, no sign of his brother. 

"Your face, you look just like him." 

Eli turned pulling himself up and seeing his brother for the first time in years. He looked older than Eli imagined, more worn down, years of running had taken much of his youth away. 

"What are you talking about," Eli spit on the ground, "I am him." 

"The Aggregate have sent a handful of Eli's after me since I defected five years ago. I've killed my brother more times than I can count. Some.... I think... might have been real, from other universes, other Earths, but none of them were my brother." 

"Well I am." Eli cursed. 'This isn't good,' Eli thought, he had no idea. He hadn't even thought about the possibility of the Aggregate having tried to get to his brother this way before. Was this why they hadn't come asking for his help sooner, had FoxFire known? "Tell me why," Eli cried at last. 

Aeton held his pistol out, pointed at Eli. 

"During the apocalypse the Earth cracked open like an egg. Out came the ether, connecting it by a stream to the rest of the universe, it didn't stop there though, it connected us to a multiverse. It took 200 years for the Aggregate to come and collect us. We were a spice, a byproduct, they didn't care for us at all but when they saw what we were capable of they knew that they had no choice but to control us. They gave us gifts, technology, space stations and travel, and even new worlds, far from our own. In return we became their dagger. The needle that pierces the thread. Those that didn't bow their heads 200 years ago were left behind here, to wither and die, to wage war among themselves as the planet slowly breaks itself apart. It hasn't matured yet, but it will, and when it does the Aggregate will use the ether here to power their empire for another thousand years," Aeton said. He kept his gun pointed at Eli as he explained things, his confession. 

"When we were young mom said it was good to question our faith sometimes, that finding truths would make us stronger," Eli started. 

"I never found any truths, only layer upon layer of lies," Aeton answered. 

"She also said that those flaws, regardless of whether or not they were lies, didn't matter. All that mattered was that we believed in one another, that we kept our head on straight," Eli argued. "I came back to find you. I didn't care if I stopped you, I just knew I needed to see you again." 

"With the Gods last breath they created the system. It was a way to judge a species worth of becoming their predecessor. They came from a much older galaxy, another universe, one that was dying and passed its prime. Over a hundred thousand civilizations had come and gone before they managed to break free of their own reality. They drifted from one universe to another, cultivating alien species and rebuilding their empire from the ground up. The system was a prototype, a relic, a tool they used for judgement and testing. Like a fire, no, like a cancer, moving across the universe, infecting worlds. Mutating them so that when they came to take them they would be strengthened, harder, stronger. And then the gods died. Our world like so many others before it fell because someone forgot to turn the off switch. The Aggregate, they came together to pick up the pieces, abandoned, but the truth is they don't even understand it." 

"How do you..." Eli began. 

"A girl from Gaia-2 told it to me years ago, she planted a seed in the back of my mind, a defiance," Aeton said, "it was time to make a stand, to decide whether I was a slave or something more." 

"You should have taken me with you, FoxFire too. We would have followed you to the end," Eli screamed. 

Aeton smiled and stared at his brother in surprise. Eli had the same look on his face as he had that day on Terris when both had discovered the girl in the egg. Aeton had felt her pain that day staring into her eyes. Without words and without him knowing she shared with him the secret of the system, the truth everyone already knew about the Aggregate. All was broken. All was lost. Since that moment Aeton had believed he had to protect his home, protect Earth by any means necessary. In return the Aggregate tried to kill him. Sending assassins from across the multiverse to kill him. 

"It doesn't matter," Aeton cried. He still thought Eli was his enemy, years of grief, of betrayal, of living on his own had made him blind. A red shard of energy rippled out from his pistol and less than a millisecond later passed through Eli's chest. Eli fell backwards, the smoke in his veins protecting him as much as it could as time itself condensed itself around him. He reached down to his hip and pulled his own pistol out of its holster and into the air. He fired a second blast of energy rippling through the air. It tore through Aeton's right shoulder, purposefully missing his heart, and both brothers fell several feet backwards on the ground. 

Eli looked up at the sky, watching as two escape pods circled and landed close by one another in the distance. He wondered if the others, Longshot, Fayre Squadron, even the Ory'n had made it out alive. He doubted they would send a rescue to the surface of Earth, it was far too dangerous. With the Adas-12 destroyed the mission was a success. 

The world around Aeton began to spin. Taking a deep breath he reached into his pocket. He had been holding onto a fire for years. He popped it into his mouth and felt his body burn with power. 

Eli thought about how he and his brother had spent their childhood staring down at the blue pearl. He never imagined for a second he would die here, much less by his brother's hand. Slowly, Eli reached into his own pocket and pulled out a fire. It was a last resort. Always had been. Popping fire was guaranteed to kill you. 

Eli popped fire and stood across from Aeton. Both of them looked like they were glowing, surrounded by energy it would have taken them a thousand years to cultivate on their own. Their levels increased 100x, the power of the divine flowing through them. A mix of smoke, fire, and passion. 

"I'm not going to fight you," Eli said. 

"Then why?" Aeton asked, wondering why Eli had popped fire. 

"Because we're brothers." 

Suddenly, Aeton realized that the person standing across from him really was his brother and not an assassin. This was real. The Aggregate had finally run out of moves. They weren't infinite as Aeton had feared. In fact they were so afraid they risked pitting the two brothers against one another. Blood vs blood.  

“We’re in this together, always have been, always will be. Until the end. You pop fire I pop fire remember,” Eli was teary eyed. 

Aeton turned towards the horizon. It was unlike any alien world he had ever seen. Eli joined him, standing at his side. Aeton felt something besides fire stirring inside of him. A feeling of sanctuary. He was no longer interested in fighting. His life, and Eli's were forfeit the moment they were born into this world, but the planet around them. The fire had turned them into temporary gods shining bright as the stars. They surpassed level 30, the first humans to ascend to the heavens if only for a single moment. 

“Would have been nice to go fishing,” Eli joked. His eyes fixated on a  large lake with beautiful blue water in the distance. Eli coughed blood, he could feel the fire consuming him, his soul cycling the mana of humanity’s homeworld. Too much for a human to take in alone. Aeton smiled and stood side by side with his brother. Their bodies glowing brighter. Together they lit the way for the future of Earth, and all of humanity. 

"We are wolves, home at last," Aeton smiled. 

He and Eli could sense humans, scavengers and tribes alike were already gathering around the crashed ship. Eli and Aeton looked upon the world though new eyes, divine eyes. Everything was there for the last of humanity to discover.  All the gifts the Aggregate had withheld from them. Information, knowledge, power, secrets, and more. 


Chapter 23




Lights Out




Natalie stepped outside her escape pod and saw a tall lady with black shoulder length hair with red streaks, an athletic body pointing a gun at her. The moment the tall woman saw her enemy wasn't an alien or rebel but a little girl she put her weapon away holstering it at her side. 

"There are two of you?" Natalie said in confusion. "No, not yet. Soon.” Natalie smiled. She was using her mouth, she had gotten better at it, practicing with Aeton over the last few days by playing games and holding conversations. She was a quick learner and actually liked listening to herself speak. 

"Are you alright? What's your name?" The tall woman asked. 

"I'm Natalie," she said. 

"I'm FoxFire, how did you?" FoxFire  couldn’t believe it was a child she had found inside the escape pod. 

"I was with the rebels, the one you called Aeton." 

Natalie could feel no ill will towards Aeton as she read through FoxFire's thoughts. The only pain she felt was how FoxFire longed for Eli. Her mind filled with what ifs and regrets. Mostly how she wished she could have found a way to land the Adas-12 on Earth without sacrificing her own starship and endangering so many lives. 

"We need to get to safety," FoxFire smiled. "Aeton never mentioned he was recruiting kids." 

"I'm not a kid," Natalie said without moving her lips. She continued to fill FoxFire in as she probed her mind. 

"Everyone aboard the Adas-12 knew it was a possibility that they would crash into the Earth, it was why they had dropped off so many of their crew and hostages at the lunar base. Most rebels blended in with the crowds of refugees and disappeared into the darkness. When the Adas crashed on Earth it only had one crew aboard... Tarp," Natalie said after telling FoxFire her story. Then “to her surprise she discovered something else buried in FoxFire’s mind. 

“How long were you in touch with Aeton?" Natalie asked. 

"I'm the one that told him about the Adas-12,” FoxFire smiled. 

"Aeton had hoped they would be able to hold Earth, maybe land but Plan B was to give the ship to the lost.  Aeton was right. He never stood a chance against the Aggregate, not alone," FoxFire smiled, taking Natalie's hand.

“Aeton was never alone. Neither were you.” 

“Thanks. Seems that goes for both of us.”  

"Look at the sky," Natalie said pointing. FoxFire looked up and saw several of the Extella's crew piloting their starships down towards the surface of Earth including Longshot and the rest of Fayre Squadron. 

"Friends," FoxFire smiled and gripped Natalie’s hand. 

“Friends,” Natalie agreed. 




The Battle above Earth wasn't easily forgotten. Humanity demanded change. The Aggregate divided. The lost and forgotten on Earth were stronger than any weapon the Aggregate had despite the their own hubris. 

For hundreds of years the Aggregate thought of the people of Earth as nothing more than scavengers, parasites, not realizing that every night the humans of Earth stared up at the stars, aware of their ascendency, aware they were being used. All of Earth was a united front, one sect. As more communities gathered around the Adas-12 two lights burned bright above for all to see, signaling that a new age had come at last. The time to pop smoke was over. Change was inevitable.




As the two brothers lit up the sky, there sat an old man with gray hair and beard on the other side of the world an old man, cycling his mana, prolonging his existence. Slowly he opened his eyes for the first time in two hundred years. His family had come home. The time had come for nascent souls to awaken and the Aggregate’s hold on the system worlds to fall. 




The second ascension of humanity had begun… 




The End. 







Dear Reader, 




I want to thank you for coming along on this ride. I hope you had as much fun as I did. If so, please consider writing a review on my Amazon book page  

I am truly grateful for all your feedback! If you have any questions, complaints or suggestions, I'm happy to hear them all. Just shoot me a message.




Cheers,




Stephen Landry




P.S. 




While this is a standalone adventure I have other ideas set in this same world and would love to either open it up to other authors or explore these ideas in a collection of anthology novels. 




If you want to see more let me know in reviews or comments.
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